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There is an increasing demand for adult English as a Second Language teachers who are 
qualified to meet the needs of culturally and ethnically diverse students. Cultural dissonance 
between the students’ cultures and instructional practices and curriculum leads to high drop-out 
rates and poor instructional outcomes. This Field Project proposes that Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy is an important tool to improve the learning outcomes of culturally and ethnically 
diverse adult English as a Second Language students. This Field Project discusses the theoretical 
components of Culturally Responsive Teaching. The notion of Culturally Responsive Teaching 
is premised on the idea that using students’ prior experiences, frames of reference, and cultural 
knowledge makes learning more relevant and effective. Culturally Responsive Teaching is a 
pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, and emotionally. Teachers must first 
reflect on their own culture and attitudes and develop a knowledge base about cultural diversity 
to be able to better serve culturally and ethnically diverse students. The accompanying 
guidebook is designed to help teachers develop a foundation for culturally relevant practices. It 
provides the teachers with practical information about how to reflect on their own and their 
students’ cultures. It addresses the components of Culturally Responsive Teaching methods and 








The United States welcomes immigrants from all around the world who speak a variety 
of native languages. Census Bureau data for 2017 indicates that the number of U.S residents who 
speak a foreign language at home has reached 67 million (Camarota & Zeigler, 2018). The 
immigrants represent a rich diversity of cultures, languages, socio-economic circumstances, and 
educational backgrounds. The most common languages spoken by this group are Spanish (41 
million), Chinese (3.5 million), Tagalog (1.7 million), Vietnamese (1.5 million), Arabic (1.2 
million), French (1.2 million) and Korean (1.1 million)  (Camarota & Zeigler, 2018). American 
Community Survey data collected from 2009 to 2013, cites the languages spoken at U.S. homes 
to over 300 (U. S Census Bureau, 2015).   According to the Census Bureau data, 39% of those 
who speak a foreign language at home (25.9 million) reported that they speak English less than 
very well (Camarota & Zeigler, 2018).  
The educational levels and English language proficiency of immigrants vary widely 
(Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010). According to the Migration Policy Institute, 41% or 25.1 
million immigrants in the United States are Limited English Proficient (LEP) (Zong & Batalova, 
2015). The LEP population represents 8% of the total U.S. population of ages five and older 
(Zong & Batalova, 2015). LEP adults tend to be less educated and more likely to live in poverty 
than their English-proficient peers (Zong & Batalova, 2015). In 2013 about 25% of LEP 
individuals lived in households with incomes below the official federal poverty line (Zong & 
Batalova, 2015). As of 2013, 46% of all LEPs between the ages of 25-64 had no high school 
diploma (Zong & Batalova, 2015).  
English language skill is an essential prerequisite to being able to assimilate into 




are economic disadvantages for those immigrants who do not speak English. Many adult 
immigrants are motivated to learn English (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010). However, the 
current system of adult education in English as a Second Language (ESL) is not serving adult 
English Language Learners well as indicated by high drop-out rates and low proficiency gains 
(Kennedy & Walters, 2013). State and federal policies and teacher preparation programs have 
not sufficiently prioritized training teachers for this growing segment of the culturally diverse 
adult student population (Marchitello & Trinidad, 2019), which has left teachers unprepared in 
the classroom. 
According to the U.S. Department of Education statistics (2008), 46% of all participating 
students in state-administered adult education programs during 2006- 2007 were enrolled in 
English as a Second Language (ESL) classes (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010). The 
Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 initiated basic education programs and created the objective 
of all adults being able to read and write English, and established services for English language 
learners within the federally funded adult education system (Kwang & Collins, 1997). Adult ESL 
instruction is also provided through other groups such as faith- and volunteer-based 
organizations, libraries, private language schools, workplace-based programs, and community 
colleges (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010). Lexington Institute (2013) postulates that adult 
ESL programs are often not tailored to the needs of the learners and use a one-size-fits-all 
approach to course design and instruction (Kennedy & Walters, 2013).  Community-based adult 
English as a second language instruction remains marginal because community-based programs 
are often taught by volunteer teachers or educators who lack TESOL training (Harwood, 2010).  
There is a wide variety of cultural, racial, and linguistic diversity in the adult ESL 




Penner 2017; Gay, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2009) that the academic achievement of students from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds improves if classroom instruction is responsive 
to student's home culture.   
Culturally Responsive Teaching is an effective pedagogy for meeting the learning needs 
of culturally diverse students (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009). It is a pedagogy that respects 
and honors students' cultures and experiences and incorporates them into the curriculum (Nieto, 
2013). Culturally Responsive Pedagogy expects high achievement from all students (Ladson-
Billings, 2009) and affirms the students' identities while expanding their world view (Nieto, 
2013). A culturally responsive teacher creates a socially and intellectually safe environment 
where students can stretch themselves and take risks (Hammond, 2015). For adult immigrant 
students, fear, stress, lack of belonging, and anonymity are obstacles for learning (Thorpe, 2009). 
Culturally Responsive Teaching places the students' culture at the center of the curriculum in 
order to eradicate cultural mismatches between the students' home cultures and the culture at the 
school (Lee and Sheared, 2002).  
This field project suggests Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as a possible solution to 
teaching English to adult learners because it places students' culture at the center of learning. 
Current research has demonstrated the effectiveness of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
(Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Chen & Yang, 2017; Dee & Penner, 2017). 
 
Statement of the Problem 
The number of foreign-born adults in the United States is growing, and the need for adult 
ESL classes has increased (Zong, Batalova & Burrows, 2019).  Many factors have an impact on 




face challenges accessing ESL classes such as childcare availability, family responsibilities, 
work schedules, and available transportation (Zong, Batalova & Burrows, 2019).  Common 
issues include lack of opportunities or unwillingness to use English outside the classroom and 
improving student motivation to learn English (Holloway, 2016). Public Policy Institute of 
California (2019) reports that nationwide, 28% of immigrants live in households where no one 
over thirteen can speak English "very well" (Hill, 2011). Challenging program factors include the 
availability of classes at suitable locations at suitable times, the instructional setting, the type of 
entry into the program (sign up or application process), the cost of the program, and the 
curriculum. (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010).   
The current system of adult education in English as a Second Language (ESL) is not 
serving adult English Language learners properly (Kennedy & Walters, 2013). Adult ESL classes 
suffer from high drop-out rates, with only 40% of learners improving their proficiency level 
(Kennedy & Walters, 2013). Many teachers do not possess specialized training in TESOL or 
cultural awareness and are faced with the challenge of educating students from many different 
cultures (Ballantyne, Sanderman & Levy, 2008). Teacher preparation programs and state and 
federal policies have not sufficiently prioritized training teachers for English language learners, 
which has left many teachers unprepared in the classroom (Gay, 2002; McHugh & Doxsee, 
2018). Many American teachers are white, middle-class, and lack cultural awareness (Kwang & 
Collins, 1997). This poses a problem because such teachers are not able to: 1.) build on student's 
prior knowledge 2.) build relationships with students of different cultures 3.) understand the 
diversity of social identities among their students. When teachers lack these skills, there is a 
cultural mismatch, and students will not learn (Gay, 2004; Hammond, 2015; Hollie, 2018; 




students are not capable of learning. Culturally Responsive Teaching places the students' culture 
at the center of the curriculum in order to eradicate cultural mismatches between the students' 
home cultures and the culture at the school (Lee and Sheared, 2002). Culturally Responsive 
Teaching is an effective pedagogy for meeting the learning needs of culturally different students 
(Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009). A culturally responsive teacher creates a socially and 
intellectually safe environment where students can stretch themselves and learn (Hammond, 
2015).  
The general problem stems from the lack of approaches and strategies that are practiced 
in teacher education programs to ensure that future teachers become culturally aware and are 
prepared to teach in a multicultural classroom (Gay, 2000; Hammond, 2015; Hollie, 2018; 
Ladson-Billings, 2014; Lucas & Villegas 2008; Paris, 2012; Ukpokodu, 2011).  
 
Purpose of the Project  
The purpose of this project is to explore how adult learners in the ESL classroom benefit 
from the implementation of a Culturally Responsive Teaching strategy. It presents an overview 
of the research of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. It will help adult ESL teachers to gain the 
necessary mindset to be a culturally responsive teacher and adapt their instructional strategies to 
meet the needs of adult immigrants better. Teachers who are culturally aware demonstrate 
attitudes that reflect an appreciation of the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of their students 
(Gay, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). It identifies the requirements that 
teachers need to work effectively with culturally diverse students. Such requirements include 
developing a culturally diverse knowledge base, designing a culturally relevant curriculum, 




teachers are inadequately prepared to teach ethnically diverse students (Gay, 2004; Hammond, 
2015; Hollie, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2014; Lucas & Villegas, 2008; Paris, 2012; Ukpokodu, 
2011).  There is a lack of cultural preparedness in many teacher education programs (Ukpokodu, 
2011). Although a teacher’s experience and credentials are crucial factors in determining their 
success as a teacher of multicultural students, they are not enough if the teacher lacks cultural 
competence (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
This field guide is intended for pre-service ESL teachers and teachers who want to meet 
the needs of culturally diverse adult ESL students. It offers a culturally responsive perspective on 
teaching adult ESL students. It is intended as a practical guide for deepening educators' 
understanding of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. It provides a framework for educating adult 
ESL students by providing a series of guiding principles. It is a guide for deepening educators' 
understanding and practices that contribute to the success of adult English language learners.  It 
provides background information that teachers who work with adult ESL students need to 
understand to make the content relatable. The purpose of the project is to create a handbook for 
adult ESL teachers that will foster teachers’ development of cultural competence.  
 
 Theoretical Framework  
This field project uses Gay's (2000) model of Culturally Responsive Teaching, Ladson-
Billings (2009) model of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Hall's (1973) Cultural Iceberg 
Model as theoretical frameworks. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy acts as a lens through which 
the data collected for the Field Project is seen and analyzed. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 




Teaching (Gay, 2000), and Culturally Congruent Teaching (Mohat & Erickson, 1981), however, 
the underlying core concept is virtually identical in each version (Gay, 2000).  
These models are used as a theoretical framework because research has shown that Culturally 
Responsive Teaching has a positive effect on students learning  (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; 
Chen & Yang, 2017; Dee, & Penner, 2017; Gay, 2004). 
According to Gay (2004), culture defines how we think and behave, and it affects how 
we learn. No single teaching strategy can engage all learners. The key is to connect the lesson 
content to the students' cultural backgrounds. The two most essential lenses that Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy can be looked at are: 1.) Gay's (2002) theory about what teachers are 
required to do in the classroom to be culturally responsive and 2.) Ladson-Billings’s (1995) work 
that describes the attitude a teacher needs to adapt to become culturally responsive.  
Ladson-Billings views Culturally Responsive Pedagogy as a tool for social change. She 
defines Culturally Responsive Teaching as "A pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, 
socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills and 
attitudes” (2009, p. 20). Ladson-Billings (1995) states that not only should teachers encourage 
students' academic success, but they should also help students recognize, understand, and 
critique social inequities. According to Hollie (2018), Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
incorporates a lens to examine a teacher's mindset and cultural responsiveness in classrooms.  
Gay (2002) proposes that Culturally Responsive Teaching has five characteristics. A 
culturally responsive teacher acknowledges the different cultural heritages of students and 
develops a knowledge base about their students' cultural backgrounds. Subsequently, the teacher 
creates a curriculum that includes ethnically and culturally diverse topics. The culturally 




school. The teacher understands how to communicate with ethnically diverse students and 
responds to ethnic diversity by teaching in a multicultural way. 
Gay's framework of Culturally Responsive Teaching is summarized below: 
1.       Developing a culturally diverse knowledge base 
The teacher must gain knowledge about the cultural diversity and ethnocultural identity of each 
student to be able to meet the educational needs of ethnically diverse students. Gay proposes that 
the teacher must acquire detailed factual information about the cultural particularities of a 
student's ethnic groups.  
The Iceberg Concept of Culture demonstrates the complexity of culture and highlights 
how educators often simplify who their students are culturally. Culturally responsive teachers 
understand the importance of deep, unconscious  cultural rules and how they impact learning. 
Hollie (2018) describes the Iceberg Concept of Culture, which was initially created by Hall 
(1973). Culture is divided into three sections: surface, shallow, and deep. To be culturally 
responsive, the teacher must understand and incorporate all levels of culture, not just the surface 
culture, which includes food, dress, music, visual arts, dance, drama, crafts, literature, language, 
celebrations, and games.  
Shallow culture includes cultural specifics such as concepts of time, personal space, rules of 
conduct, body language, touching, eye contact, and patterns of handling emotions, among other 
characteristics.  The deep culture encompasses unconscious rules such as the concept of self, 
concept of past and future, the concept of obscenity, problem-solving roles in relation to age, 






2.       Developing culturally relevant curricula 
After acquiring a deep knowledge base about the cultural characteristics of their students, a 
culturally responsive teacher converts the knowledge into a culturally responsive curriculum. 
According to Gay (2000), a culturally responsive teacher makes sure that the symbolic 
curriculum represents a wide variety of age, gender, ethnic and social class images, and 
activities. The symbolic curriculum includes elements such as various images, symbols, awards, 
and celebrations in the classroom. 
3.       Demonstrating cultural caring and building a learning community 
 Caring relates to teacher attitudes, expectations, and behaviors about each student's value, 
intellectual capability, and performance expectations. The culturally responsive teacher creates a 
classroom climate that is conducive to learning, and they demonstrate caring by only expecting 
high achievement from all students. Teachers need to examine their own attitudes and how they 
may impact student achievement (Gay, 2002). 
4.       Cross-cultural communication 
The teacher must be familiar with the communication styles of their students.  Gay (2002) 
emphasizes that the teacher must know the cultural socialization and protocols of participation in 
discourse because communication is culturally influenced. The better the teacher understands the 
discourse styles of ethnically diverse students, the better they will be able to help the students 
achieve improved academic performance. 
 
Significance of the Project  
This field project is intended for ESL teachers and pre-service students interested in 




study is essential to teachers of adult ESL students because students can only learn if they are 
comfortable, and their affective filter is low (Brown, 2007).  Most adult ESL students have 
limited time and are managing multiple jobs, long commutes, and family obligations.  Unless 
these students feel included and respected, they will discontinue attending the course.  This 
project will relay the importance for teachers to be culturally aware.  
This project will help teachers to achieve cultural competence, which is a self-reflective and 
developmental process. The guide book will give teachers suggestions on how to make their 













There is an increasing number of Adult ESL learners in the United States (McHugh & 
Doxsee, 2018). Many ESL instructors use methods and materials that have been developed with 
the learning needs of native speakers in mind (Reid, 1987). ESL teachers face obstacles creating 
learning environments that address the specific needs and learning styles of students from 
diverse backgrounds (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). The ethnic and racial backgrounds of ESL 
teachers often differ from the backgrounds of the students. It can be challenging for ESL teachers 
to incorporate the learners' native cultures into the classroom environment (Ladson-Billings, 
1995).  
The claim for this literature review is that Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRT) is an 
important tool for ESL teachers. Three pieces of evidence justify this claim.  These include (R1). 
Teaching is most effective when students' culture, prior experiences, cultural communication 
styles, community settings, and ethnic identities are valued and acknowledged  (R2). Culturally 
Responsive Teaching improves academic performance among ethnically diverse students  (R3). 
Culturally Responsive Teaching enhances the motivation of adult students of various ethnic 
backgrounds. Joint reasoning is used to connect these claims because they are additive in nature. 
When evaluated in isolation, none of these reasons are strong enough to justify the conclusion 
that Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is an important tool for ESL teachers.  However, when 
synthesized, the data from these individual claims together provide a compelling body of 
evidence.  A visual representation of the logic equation is as follows: (R1 + R2 + R3 ) = C 





R1: Valuing Students’ Cultural Knowledge and Background 
 
Valuing and understanding students’ cultural knowledge and background is essential so 
that teachers do not mistake culturally different ways of learning for intellectual deficits (Gay 
2004; Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Villegas & Lucas, 2007). A key element of 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is that it responds to students’ needs by taking into account the 
cultural and linguistic factors in their world (Gay, 2004: Villegas & Lucas, 2007). Gay (2004) 
emphasizes the importance of using students’ cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of 
reference, and performance styles to make learning encounters more effective and relevant. 
The concept of culture has been defined in different ways by different academic 
disciplines, but all concur that culture is something learned by the members of particular groups 
of people (Birukou, Blanzieri, Giorgini, & Giunchiglia, 2013; Scarino, 2009). Hammond (2015) 
describes culture as a spectrum, ranging from surface elements (food and language) to deeper 
elements (understanding of self, norms, and prejudices). According to Hollie (2018), educators 
have to be responsive to the "Rings of Culture," where each ring (age, orientation, gender, ethnic, 
national, religious, and socioeconomic) is a potential source of responsiveness. 
Hall (1973) introduced the Iceberg Concept of Culture. He created an analogy between 
the three levels of culture and an iceberg. The iceberg is divided into three sections: surface 
culture, shallow culture, and deep culture. Hall described the visible aspects of culture as the "tip 
of the iceberg." Surface-level culture is comprised of elements that can be seen and that carry a 
low emotional charge (Hammond, 2015).  Examples of surface-level culture include styles of 
dress, visual arts, music, celebrations, and cuisine. These aspects of visible culture are readily 




Shallow and deep culture exist below the surface, unseen, and subconscious (Hollie, 
2018). Shallow culture consists of the unspoken rules around everyday social interactions and 
norms such as the concept of time, concept of personal space, non-verbal-communication, 
relationship to authority, and tempo of work (Hall, 1973; Hammond, 2015). Non-verbal 
communication and certain behaviors that are interpreted as disrespectful, offensive, or hostile 
come out of shallow culture (Hammond, 2015; Hollie, 2018). Shallow culture comprises the 
cultural rules for everyday behavior and communication, and differences can lead to 
misunderstandings or disagreements (Staehr, Fenner & Snyder, 2017). Shaules (2007) defines 
deep culture as "the unconscious frameworks of meaning, values, norms, and hidden 
assumptions that we use to interpret our experience" (p. 2). It includes unconscious assumptions 
that govern our worldview (Hammond, 2015). Unconscious rules in deep culture have an intense 
emotional level, such as the definition of insanity and obscenity, the concept of self, past, and 
future (Hollie, 2018). Cultural aspects, at this level, challenge our cultural values, trigger the 
brain's danger response, and can produce a culture shock (Hammond, 2015). Deep cultural 
patterns of group decision making, preference for competition or co-operation, and problem-
solving roles can cause cultural misunderstandings (Hollie, 2018). Shaules (2007) observes that 
"in many intercultural contexts, deep culture is not noticed or understood in any profound sense 
because it constitutes the most fundamental challenge of cultural learning" (p. 12). Gonzales, 
Moll & Tenery (1995) described funds of knowledge as culturally and historically accumulated 
experience, which can be activated based on our deep culture (Hammond, 2015). The key to 
understanding how culture affects learning is to focus on deep culture, which affects a student's 
world view, core values, and core beliefs (Hammond, 2015).  Humans are socialized from an 




used to construct their worldview and their conceptions of themselves (Bruner, 1996). Bruner 
further states that mental activity cannot be understood unless the cultural setting and its 
resources are taken into account. Learning, remembering, imagining, and talking are all made 
possible by participating in a culture (Bruner, 1996). The influence of the cultural environment is 
essential for educators to understand because of the vital role it has on learning (Bruner, 1996; 
Demmert, 2001; Vygotsky, 2012). Demmert (2001) further proposes that culture, language, 
cognition, community, and socialization are all central to learning.  
Teacher effectiveness and student outcomes are demonstrably affected by cultural factors 
(Villegas & Lucas, 2007).  Teachers bring into the classroom their personal cultural background, 
including their preconceptions and prejudices (Spindler, 1994), which can cause us to view other 
cultures in an oversimplified manner. We may generalize every person in a cultural group as 
possessing stereotypical traits (Brown, 2007).  
  Foreign language and culture are inseparable, and understanding the relationship between 
language and culture is central to the process of learning a foreign language (Crawford-Lange & 
Lange, 1987; Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013). It is essential for ESL teachers to understand how 
culture is constructed (Hammond, 2015) and the impact of culture on broader social and political 
forces on learning. Brown (2007) describes culture as " an integrated set of behaviors and modes 
of perception" (p. 187) and an essential component in the learning of a second language.  ESL 
students are also influenced by their cultural backgrounds when creating perceptions of teachers, 
other students, and the classroom (Spindler, 1994). The cultural fabric of American teachers is 
primarily European and middle-class to the extent that it is considered the norm (Boykin, 1994). 
Tyler, Boykin, and Walton (2006) studied whether teacher's perceptions of motivation and 




American or African-American cultural learning orientations. The study showed that teacher's 
perceptions of student achievement and classroom motivation are mediated by culture. The 
cultures of ethnically different students and the schools are not always synchronized (Gay, 
2000), which can lead to a student's academic success being compromised. Research indicates 
that the academic achievement of culturally different students can be improved when the 
teaching practices build upon the cultural values and behaviors that students bring to the 
classroom (Chen & Yang, 2017; Dee & Penner, 2017; Tyler, Boykin & Walton, 2006). 
Avruch (1998) makes clear that no population can be adequately characterized by a 
single cultural descriptor. Most individuals simultaneously belong to various groups and 
categories of people who each carry various layers of mental programming within themselves 
(Hofstede, 1984, 2011). Such groups correspond to different levels of culture on a national level 
according to one's citizenship, regional, ethnic, religious and linguistic affiliations, gender, 
generational level, and employment (Hofstede, 1984, 2011). These groupings can be described as 
various subcultures (Avruch, 1998).  
Edward T. Hall studied key cultural factors (Hall, 1973). Hall proposed that 
communicating effectively with people of other cultures requires the removal of attitudinal and 
behavioral barriers in communication. Without understanding the culture, communication can 
lead to misunderstanding (Hall, 1990). Effective cross-cultural communication requires 
understanding how one culture differs from another (Hall, 1990). Hall (1990) proposed four 







1. High-context versus low-context cultures 
Hall contrasted cultures on a spectrum of high context or low context in order to highlight 
how cultures communicate (Hall, 1990). Cultures cannot be organized strictly into high or low 
context and often share characteristics of both contexts. In a high-context culture, individuals do 
not rely on verbal communication to convey all of the meaning in an interaction. In a low-
context culture, individuals rely on the verbal message, which contains the majority of the 
information and shared background knowledge is not necessary. Hall described each individual 
as possessing a "selective screen" that is between himself and the outside world and which acts 
as a lens through which culture is understood (Hall, 1990). In high-context cultures (Latin 
America, Africa, Asian, Arab, and Mediterranean), the message is understood through context, 
nonverbal cues, body language, silences and pauses, and between-the-lines interpretations of 
what is said. Individuals from low-context cultures (German, North-European, and English-
speaking) expect the message to be precise, direct, explicit, and specific. 
 
2. Uses of time: Monochronic Versus Polychronic  
Hall (1990) suggested that different cultures have varying time orientations and preferred 
ways of organizing time. Some cultures view time as a commodity that can be spent, wasted, or 
saved. Monochronic cultures are used to schedules and being on time. They may be offended if 
someone else is wasting their time. Hall (1990) noted that the American school system follows 
the monochronic time orientation. In polychronic societies, such as in many Latin American 
cultures, time is not viewed as a valuable commodity. According to Hall (1990), in polychronic 
cultures, more emphasis is placed on human connection than following rigid schedules. Time is 




Monochronic time orientation refers to concentrating on one task at a time, while 
polychronic time orientation describes doing multiple things at once (Goonetilleke & Luximon, 
2010). In an ESL classroom, a monochronically thinking teacher may find being late or talking 
in class as unacceptable behavior, when such behavior is standard among students from a 
polychronic society (Goonetilleke & Luximon, 2010). In cultures where time is perceived as a 
commodity, arriving late to a class is a sign of disrespect or inadequate planning. In cultures 
where time is perceived as constant, timeliness is not insisted (Goonetilleke & Luximon, 2010). 
Monochrons like to concentrate on one thing at a time (Hall, 1990). Polychronicity refers to 
doing several tasks at the same time or doing things in parallel (Hall, 1990). 
 
3. Use of space: Proxemics (High territoriality/ Low territoriality) 
Hall (1990) stated that people perceive space through sight, sound, smell, and touch. 
Cultures vary in unspoken rules of how space should be used. Hall (1990) divided cultures 
between low territoriality and high territoriality. In cultures with low territoriality, space and 
boundaries are less important than in high territoriality cultures. These implicit specifications 
affect, for example, acceptable uses of space for men and women. A classroom setting where the 
desks are placed in a circle was perceived as unacceptable for a husband from a culture that 
prohibited placing a woman (his wife) on display (Harwood, 2010). Personal space is the 
distance from other people that a person requires to feel comfortable when talking to or being 
next to that other person (Hall, 1990). Hall described personal space as a bubble that each of us 
carries around at all times. Close friends or family members are allowed closer than strangers, 





 4. Information 
The fourth dimension of culture is information and how it is treated in various cultures. 
Cultures with a slow flow of information structure and plan information carefully (Hall, 1990). 
In slow flow information cultures, only the absolutely necessary information is given. Cultures 
with a fast flow of information prefer to spread information fast (Hall, 1990). Messages can be 
fast or slow. A quick message that is sent to a student who is geared to a slow format may be 
missed. While the content of the message may be understood, it will not be received by someone 
who is accustomed to a different speed (Hall, 1990). 
  Culture plays a vital role in learning (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Vygotsky, 2012). A 
student's culture and upbringing have a profound effect on how they process information and see 
the world (Nisbett & Masuda, 2003).  Cultural differences can be a barrier to communication, 
building contacts in the classroom, and motivating the students (Hofstede, 1984, 2011).   
Psychologist Dr. Geert Hofstede (1984, 2011) contributed to the understanding of 
cultural difference by conceptualizing cultural mismatches and using different conceptual 
categories to study the cultural norms of various countries (Brown, 2007). Hofstede analyzed 
cultures by dividing them based on six dimensions. By using Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions 
model, teachers can get a general sense of how people in a particular society might think and 
what classroom expectations they hold. Hofstede cautions against confusing value differences at 
the individual level. Hofstede (1984, 2011) postulates that culture can be seen as the collective 
programming of the mind. It separates members of different human groups that each possess 
their own values. There are other variables as well that affect the cultural traits of various 
nations. Cheung & Chan (2009) pointed out that the pragmatic rules of Confucius are the guiding 




nations challenging to change. Hofstede (2011) labeled five cultural dimensions 1.) Power 
Distance 2.) Uncertainty Avoidance 3.) Individualism versus Collectivism 4.) Masculinity versus 
Femininity and 5.) Long-term versus Short-term Orientation. Hofstede (2011) positions each 
country relative to other countries through a score on each dimension.  
Power Distance is defined as the extent to which less powerful members of organizations 
and institutions such as students at a school expect and accept that power is distributed unequally 
(Hofstede, 2011). Power distance scores tend to be lower for Northern European and English-
speaking Western Countries. In low-power distance cultures, the gap between powerful and 
ordinary people is minimized (Hofstede, 2011). As explained by Hofstede (2011), in small power 
distance cultures, parents treat children as equals, and learning tends to be two-way 
communication. Education is student-centered in such cultures. Subordinates expect to be 
consulted and not told what to do. A high-power distance score indicates that society accepts an 
unequal distribution of power. In high power-distance countries such as Latin, Asian, African, 
and East European countries, parents teach children obedience, and education is teacher-
centered. At schools in these cultures, the teacher is the authority, and students need and expect 
to be told what to do (Hofstede, 1984, 2011).  
Uncertainty Avoidance deals with a society's tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty. It 
indicates how much members of a particular country will feel either comfortable or 
uncomfortable in unstructured situations. It describes how well people are expected to cope with 
anxiety (Hofstede, 2011). In countries that score highly for Uncertainty Avoidance, citizens 
attempt to make life as controllable and predictable as possible. According to Hofstede’s model 
in such societies, teachers are expected to have all the answers. Students have a strong need for 




intolerance of deviant ideas, which are seen as dangerous. Students tend to make safe, 
conservative decisions. In Low Uncertainty Avoiding countries, teachers may say that they do 
not know the answer. Uncertainty is accepted in life, anxiety is low, and different opinions are 
accepted. Uncertainty scores tend to be higher in East and Central European countries, Latin 
countries, Japan, and German-speaking countries. Uncertainty scores are lower in Scandinavian 
and English-speaking countries as well as in Chinese-culture countries (Hofstede, 2011). 
Individualism versus Collectivism refers to the degree to which people in a society are 
integrated into groups (Hofstede, 2011). In individualist cultures, everyone is expected to look 
after themselves and their immediate family. Individualism is prevalent in Western countries, 
while collectivism is common in developing countries and some Asian countries. In collectivist 
cultures, individuals are integrated into strong groups, which include extended families. In 
individualist cultures, personal opinions are expected. In collectivist cultures, speaking one's own 
mind is not usual, and individuals are expected to maintain harmony. Feelings and emotions that 
may endanger harmony are suppressed. In high individualism scoring cultures, a high value is 
placed on individual accomplishments. In collectivist cultures, maintaining harmony overrides 
individual opinions. In such cultures, saying "no" can cause a loss of face, and giving negative 
feedback in public should be avoided. In schools, students are often reluctant to speak up without 
the approval from their peer group and are restrained by embarrassment and saving face 
(Hofstede, 2011).  
Masculinity versus Femininity (Hofstede, 1984, 2011) refers to the roles between women 
and men. In masculine societies, men are presumed to behave assertively. Emotional gender 
roles are distinct, and women are more modest, tender, and concerned about the quality of life. In 




modest and tender and concerned with the quality of life (Hofstede, 1984, 2011). The roles of 
men and women overlap less than in Feminine societies. In Feminine Societies such as Sweden, 
there is an overlap between male and female roles. In high Masculine scoring countries such as 
Japan, there is maximum emotional and social role differentiation between the genders. 
Masculine countries are characterized by strong egos and importance of status, money, and 
achievement. In Feminine countries, there is more focus on the quality of life. Success is likely 
to be achieved through collaboration in such high feminity societies (Hofstede, 1984, 2011). 
Long-Term versus Short-Term Orientation refers to the time horizon focus of people in 
society. The United States has a short-term orientation. In short-term orientation countries, short-
term gains and quick results are valued. What one says should be correct. In long-term 
orientation countries, virtue is highly valued. Citizens are expected to behave in a modest way 
and avoid talking too much about themselves — countries with a long-term orientation place 
value on modesty, pragmatism, and thriftiness. East Asian countries, in particular, China, 
Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea, are long-term oriented cultures. A medium-term orientation is 
found in most European countries. A very short-term orientation is found in some Islamic and 
African countries (Hofstede, 1984, 2011). 
 




A Brief Historical Background 
The multicultural education approach originated out of concerns for ethnic and racial 
inequities that prevailed in the 1970s (Gay, 2000). Studies in the 1980s proposed that there is 




studied Native Hawaiian learning styles, such as "talk story" and created the term "culturally 
appropriate teaching.” Mohat & Ericson (1981) studied the native Indians in Odawa, Canada, 
and proposed the need for culturally congruent teaching, where the teachers interpret the 
behavior of the students based on the students' culture and not on their own culture (Brown-Jeffy 
& Cooper, 2011). Jordan (1985) suggested a culturally compatible approach, which included a 
need to understand the student's home culture and make adjustments in teaching (Brown-Jeffy & 
Cooper, 2011). Vygotsky (2012) asserted that students bring with them prior knowledge which 
should be used as a basis for their learning. Vygotsky's sociocultural theory explained how 
culture contributes to learning and student behavior. Vygotsky (2012) viewed learning as a social 
process, and he proposed that social interaction is fundamental in the development of cognition 
(Vygotsky, 2012). He suggested that communication, interactions, and context affect learning 
and behavior (Taylor & Sobel, 2011). 
Critical pedagogy also exerted influence on Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. Paolo 
Freire (1970), in his seminal book "Pedagogy of the Oppressed," criticized the "banking model 
of education." In the banking model, students receive information from the teacher who deposits 
it into the learners. Freire criticized the banking model of education for indoctrinating students 
into a political system because they were not taught to question the information they received. 
He proposed a problem-solving approach where the oppressed are educated and empowered to 
analyze their situation critically and transform their status in a dialogue with the oppressor 
(Freire, 1970).  Freire's social justice teaching approach promoted respecting students' 
experiences and cultural knowledge while addressing the injustices caused by society's 




Banks (2004) posited that Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is an equity pedagogy with its 
roots in the multicultural education movement. Multicultural education addresses the needs of 
learners from non-dominant ethnic and racial backgrounds (Bennett, 2001). The multicultural 
framework is based on four principles: cultural pluralism, social justice, the primacy of culture in 
education, and equity and excellence for all learners (Bennett, 2001). Ladson-Billings (2009)  
seminal book “The Dreamkeepers” defined Culturally Responsive Teaching as: “A pedagogy 
that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural and 
historical referents to convey knowledge, to impart skills, and to change attitudes” (p.13) A 
central assumption in Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is that learners from stigmatized minority 
cultures often experience a cultural mismatch resulting from the difference in their home culture 
and the dominating majority culture at the school (Lee & Sheared, 2002). Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy seeks to change the teaching and avoid the deficit approaches of education, which 
were dominant in the 1960s and 1970s (Paris, 2012). At the time, the United States schools were 
focused on middle-class Caucasian norms (Paris, 2012). Deficit oriented teaching viewed 
students’ cultures and languages as barriers to learning (Paris, 2012). The deficit approach to 
teaching aimed to replace the linguistic and cultural practices of minority students with standard 
practices (Paris, 2012). Gay (2004) stated that an asset-based view of students’ cultures is 
fundamental to ensuring student success. Students' cultures are to be respected, valued, and 
reflected in the content taught in schools. Paris (2012) expanded Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy into Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy. He posited that it is equally essential to help the 
students sustain their culture by developing a positive cultural identity in the classroom.   
Critical race theory proposes that racism exists, and it is embedded and normalized in the 




to question what appears to be the norm to uncover racial inequalities (Harmon, 2012). 
According to the tenants of critical race theory, teachers can become aware of the harmful impact 
of racism by learning from the narratives of people who have experienced it. In the context of 
education, it is essential to examine the curriculum through the lens of people of color (Harmon, 
2012).  
As the short overview demonstrates, many scholars have contributed to the development 
of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy, and the concept has evolved over time. 
Descriptive Characteristics 
Although the pedagogy has been called with many names such as Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009), Culturally Responsive Teaching (Gay, 2000), and Culturally 
Congruent Teaching (Mohat & Erickson, 1981), the core concept to make instruction more 
consistent with the cultures of the ethnically diverse students, is virtually identical in each 
version (Gay, 2000). All strands emphasize social justice and the classroom as a place for social 
change (Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Teaching culturally and linguistically diverse students 
successfully involves more than applying specialized teaching techniques (Ladson-Billings, 1995 
b; Hollie, 2018). It commands a new way of looking at teaching that is grounded in an 
understanding of how culture and language play a role in learning (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).  
Gay (2000) concluded that Culturally Responsive Teaching is based on six dimensions: 
validation, empowerment, comprehensiveness, transformative, emancipatory, and liberating. 
Culturally responsive teaching is validating (Gay, 2000). Validation is the intentional 
legitimatization of the students’ home culture and language (Hollie, 2018). Gay (2000) proposes 
that teachers should validate every students’ cultural background, prior experiences, ethnic 




multicultural curricula. Culturally responsive teaching is socially and academically empowering. 
Teachers expect excellence from every student and set the expectations high (Gay, 2000; 
Ladson-Billings, 2009). Culturally Responsive teachers seek to educate the whole student and 
are emotionally, politically, and socially comprehensive (Gay, 2000). Culturally responsive 
teachers are transformative of schools and societies and emancipatory and liberating from 
oppressive educational practices and ideologies. The validation that the students receive and the 
pride of accomplishment is psychologically liberating (Gay, 2000). Culturally Responsive 
Teaching allows the students to realize that no single version of “truth” is permanent or should 
be allowed to exist without critical questioning and contesting (Gay, 2000). Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy transforms the schools by using students’ positive strengths to propel and 
steer instruction, assessment, and curriculum design. Culturally Responsive Teaching is 
multidimensional because it taps into a wide range of cultural knowledge, experience, 
contributions, and perspectives Gay (2000). 
Ethnically diverse students do not find school inviting because they often feel 
insignificant, alienated, and unwelcome (Gay, 2004). Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
acknowledges the importance of the student's cultural heritages as legacies that affect their 
learning outcomes and as good content to be taught in the curriculum (Gay, 2000). It builds a 
bridge between the school, home, and community (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Teaching is most 
effective when it has personal meaning for students (Gay, 2009). Gay (2004) defines Culturally 
Responsive Teaching as using cultural knowledge to make learning more relevant and effective 
for students by including prior experiences, community settings, cultural backgrounds, and 
ethnic identities of both the students and the teacher in its implementation (Gay, 2000). 




various learning styles (Gay, 2004). It teaches the students to appreciate their and others' cultural 
heritage (Gay, 2000; Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 1994).  It acknowledges that the cultural 
heritage of various ethnic groups has an impact on learning and student attitudes Gay, 2004). 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy incorporates multicultural resources and materials in the 
curriculum (Gay, 2004). This is crucial because, according to Gay (2004), significant changes 
are needed in how students of various cultures are taught in order to improve their learning. In 
addition to increasing academic outcomes, culturally responsive teachers are committed to 
helping the students to maintain connections with their ethnic groups and communities. (Gay, 
2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Hollie (2018) defines “pedagogy as the “how” and “why” of 
teaching, the strategic use of methods, and the rationale behind why instructional decisions are 
made” (p.25). Hollie (2018) alleges that in addition to the culturally responsive theory, it is 
important to focus on culturally responsive learning methods and applications. 
Gay’s seminal book Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Practice (2000) 
is the second most important work on Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (Hollie, 2018). Gay 
(2000) estimated that much intellectual ability and many other forms of intelligence are untapped 
in culturally diverse students. Recognizing these talents and using them in teaching would 
significantly improve student outcomes (Gay, 2000). Gay (2000) proposed five essential 
elements of Culturally Responsive Teaching: 1.) developing a cultural diversity knowledge base, 
2.) including ethnic and culturally diverse content in the curriculum, 3.) demonstrating caring 
and building learning communities 4.) understanding cross-cultural communication and            






1. Developing a Cultural Diversity Knowledge Base 
Explicit knowledge about cultural diversity is imperative for meeting the educational needs 
of ethnically diverse students (Gay, 2004). Howard (2016) stated, "We can't teach what we don't 
know." According to Gay (2004), the first requirement for culturally responsive teachers is to 
develop a cultural diversity knowledge base about the subject matter and the students. Essential 
components of the knowledge base include student cultural values, traditions, communication 
styles, contributions, relational patterns, and learning styles (Gay, 2000). When a teacher learns 
about the students' past experiences, community, and home culture, they build relationships and 
use the acquired knowledge in teaching. 
2. Designing Culturally Relevant Curricula  
After acquiring a knowledge base about ethnic and cultural diversity, teachers use the 
data to convert it into Culturally Responsive Teaching strategies and curriculum designs (Gay, 
2002). Culturally responsive teachers view their students' culture and background as a rich 
resource for curriculum (Nieto, 2013). Nieto (2013) proposes that Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy builds on students' backgrounds and experiences through the use of materials and 
specific teaching approaches. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy draws on cultural knowledge, 
student backgrounds, and experiences to make learning more meaningful (Ladson-Billings 
2009). Formal teaching plans need to be analyzed and adjusted to improve their quality so that 
they are suitable for a multicultural classroom (Gay, 2002). Villegas and Lucas (2002) 
encouraged teachers to critically examine the coursework and their programs to work 
successfully with diverse students. Gay (2002) proposes performing deep cultural analyses of 
textbooks and other instructional materials for obstacles to Culturally Responsive Teaching and 




the content of the curriculum critically. Specific attention should be given to the symbolic 
curriculum, which includes images, symbols, celebrations, or any artifacts that are displayed in 
the classroom and used to teach knowledge, skills, and values. The symbolic curriculum is 
adjusted to convey information and values of the ethnically diverse students (Gay, 2002). Images 
displayed in the classroom should represent all the cultures, genders, social classes, and 
ethnicities of the students. The teachers seek to understand the students better and make the 
curriculum more exciting, representative of, and responsive to culturally diverse students (Gay, 
2004; Nieto, 2013).  
3. Demonstrating Cultural Caring and Building a Learning Community 
Gay's third component for Culturally Responsive Teaching is creating a caring classroom 
climate that is conducive to learning (Gay, 2004). Teachers who practice Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy can be identified by how they see their students and themselves. For them, teaching is 
more an art than a technical skill (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Pedagogy extends beyond classic 
instructional activities (Ladson-Billings, 2009). When a teacher smiles at a student, they are 
engaged in pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Culturally responsive teachers believe that all of 
their students can succeed, and they do not assume failure for any student (Ladson-Billings, 
2009). Teachers care so much about ethnically diverse students and their achievement that they 
will only accept success from all the students and work diligently to accomplish it (Gay, 2004; 
Ladson-Billings, 2009).   
   Culturally responsive teachers see themselves as a part of the community, and they see 
teaching as giving back to the community (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Teachers demonstrate 
culturally sensitive caring by building culturally responsive learning communities (Gay, 2004). 




responsive teachers have fluid and equitable relationships with their students, and they encourage 
the students to learn collaboratively (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Instead of being top-down 
instructors, culturally responsive teachers believe that every student is capable of excellence with 
the help of the students, parents, and the community (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Teachers act as 
team coaches to achieve success (Ladson-Billings, 2009). When the cultural differences of the 
ethnically diverse students are respected and embedded in the instructional practices, classrooms 
become inclusive. A teacher's affirming attitude towards the learners positively impacts each 
students' learning. 
4. Cross-cultural Dommunications 
Understanding cross-cultural communication is the fourth pivotal element of Culturally 
Responsive Teaching (Gay, 2004). Culturally responsive teachers cultivate a climate of cultural 
awareness (Staehr Fenner & Snyder, 2017). A culturally responsive teacher is respectful of the 
communicative styles of various ethnic groups. Some styles of communication are more 
communicative and participatory (Gay, 2004), such as the Native Hawaiian "talk-story." Talk-
story involves several students talking together to create an idea or tell a story (Au & Kawakami, 
1994). Among African Americans, the participatory-interactive style of communicating is called 
"call-response" (Gay, 2004). Understanding various communicative styles is necessary in order 
to not violate the cultural values of ethnically diverse students in instructional communication 
(Au & Kawakami, 1994; Gay, 2004).  
How a student thinks, writes, and speaks is determined by their culture, which affects 
their performance (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Therefore, it is crucial to incorporate the cultural 
systems of different ethnic groups into the instructional process (Gay, 2004). Culturally 




ethnically diverse students will improve when they are taught through their own experiential and 
cultural filters (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
5. Cultural Congruity in Classroom Instruction 
Teaching culturally diverse students has to be "multiculturalized" (Gay, 2002). The 
cultural characteristics of the learners provide the criteria for modifying instructional strategies to 
benefit culturally diverse students (Gay, 2002). For example, the teacher needs to understand the 
various learning styles and how the learners engage in the process of learning. Certain learning 
styles have specific patterns by ethnic groups (Hofstede, 1984).  
 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy Has Brain-based Benefits 
 
Wang (2019) defines neuroscience as the study of the nervous system and the brain. 
Brain cells (neurons) are the units that evaluate, receive and transmit information through 
synapses (Wang, 2019). A synapse is a junction between two neurons (nerve cells), where 
neurotransmitters allow the nerve impulses to cross and communicate with other neurons (Wang, 
2019). Learning changes the brain by altering the number and strength of synapses (Zull, 2002). 
Learning happens when information passes through neurons in a process called “firing” 
(Hammond, 2015). Neuroplasticity allows the brain to rewire itself as a result of inputs from its 
environment by reconfiguring cognitive, emotional, and social networks (Sousa, 2017). 
Hammond (2015) proposes that Culturally Responsive Teaching builds students’ brainpower by 
using cultural knowledge to improve information processing skills (Hammond, 2015). Culture 
can be used as a cognitive scaffold to leverage students’ neural pathways to make learning easier 
(Hammond, 2015). Zull (2002) agrees that brain development and cognition are influenced by 




(National Research Council, 2000; Bransford, Brown & Donovan, 2000). Even though humans 
share basic brain structures and processes, learning does not happen in the same way for all 
humans due to cultural influences and personal experiences (Sousa, 2017). Each learner during 
their lifetime develops unique knowledge and cognitive resources that are molded by the 
learners’ biological, cognitive, cultural, and social contexts (National Research Council, 2000; 
Bransford, Brown & Donovan, 2000). The knowledge that learning alters the brain by changing 
the strength and number of synapses can influence the practice of teaching. Zull defines 
pedagogy as “creating conditions that lead to a change in a learner’s brain” (Zull, 2002, p.5). 
Hammond (2015) explains the intersection between Culturally Responsive Teaching and 
Brain-Based Learning as she ties Culturally Responsive Learning to neuroscience. Caine & 
Caine (1990) created the principles for Brain-Based Learning. Caine & Caine (1990) called the 
brain a parallel processor, which performs many functions simultaneously. They explained that 
learning engages the entire physiology, and anything that affects a human’s physiological 
functioning (such as stress) will affect their capacity to learn. If the learning environment is not 
welcoming, students begin to experience anxiety (Hammond, 2015). According to neuroscience, 
if a student does not feel heard or seen, it leads to increased stress (Sousa, 2017). The increased 
stress hormones can prevent learning (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2009). Brain-based 
education must create a learning environment that provides familiarity and stability, but at the 
same time, satisfy the brain’s curiosity, hunger for discovery, and challenge (Caine & Caine, 
1990). In particular, students from marginalized communities are alert for safety and threat 
detection based on past experiences (Hammond, 2015). It is essential to build positive social 
relationships that signal the brain towards social and psychological safety so that learning is 




challenging (Zull, 2011). The search for meaning occurs through “patterning” (Caine & Caine, 
1990). Patterning is a cognitive process in which the brain receives information and creates 
meaning (Kriz, 2009). In the learning process, the students are patterning continuously (Caine & 
Caine,1990). Hammond (2015) proposes that it is crucial to give students assignments that 
include unstructured thinking time to increase the brain’s cognitive function and enable the 
students to look for connections to their prior experience. Effective teaching allows students to 
create meaningful patterns that are relevant to them (Caine & Caine, 1990). Culturally 
Responsive Teaching activates the brain’s cognitive processing for learning and problem solving 
(Hammond, 2015). Culturally Responsive Teaching strengthens and expands students’ 
intellectual capacity so that they can engage in deeper and more complex learning (Hammond, 
2015). Emotions that are critical to patterning and cognition cannot be separated (Caine & Caine, 
1990). Learning is affected by personal biases, mindsets, self-esteem, and the need for social 
interaction (Caine & Caine, 1990). In order to create a supportive and respectful learning 
environment, a teacher must understand the impact of feelings and attitudes involved in learning 
(Caine & Caine, 1990).  
Hammond (2015) proposes six core design principles for Culturally Responsive Teaching 
that enable learning: 1.) The brain minimizes social threats and maximizes opportunities to 
connect with other community members. An optimal learning atmosphere is low on threat and 
high in challenge (Caine & Caine, 1990). 2.) Positive relationships with our community lower 
social and physical threats and allow the amygdala of the brain to stay calm, which allows the 
prefrontal cortex to focus on learning and thinking (Hammond, 2015) 3.) Culture affects how 
students process information. Drawing on learners’ background knowledge helps all learners 




and experience, the more the students depend on rote memory and repetition (Caine & Caine, 
1990). In collectivist cultures, storytelling and conversation are used as learning aids (Hammond, 
2015). They allow building neural pathways and help neurons to fire and wire together as 
learning is more effective when cultural learning aids are used (Hammond, 2015). Hammond 
proposes that cultural ways of learning are oral recitation, stories, and music, which can make the 
content stick by building neural pathways in the brain. 4.) Learning is a dynamic action that 
requires attention and active engagement (Hammond, 2015). Hammond postulates that 
Culturally Responsive Teaching allows the students to reach deeper levels of understanding by 
creating independent learners who have critical thinking skills (Hammond, 2015). An 
independent learner can shift the responsibility for the learning process from the teacher to the 
student (Hammond, 2015). 5.) All new information must be combined with existing funds of 
knowledge in order to be learned. The teacher capitalizes on the students’ deep neural pathways 
and schema around topics they know. Culturally Responsive Teaching allows already familiar 
concepts, images, culturally-based scaffolds, and written words to fire and wire together, 
strengthening their automaticity. New content is learned as the brain makes connections to what 
the learners already know (Hammond, 2015). 6.) The brain grows through challenge and is able 
to expand its ability to accomplish more complex thinking and learning (Hammond, 2015; 
Sousa, 2017). The plasticity of the brain is strengthened during new learning (Sousa, 2017). It is 
important to help dependent learners to become independent learners by challenging their brain 
(Hammond, 2015). Culturally Responsive Teaching helps culturally diverse students who are 
dependent learners to become independent learners by creating instructional situations that 
stimulate neuron growth through strategic thinking (Hammond, 2015). The brain learns 




by challenges, and it is inhibited by threats (Sousa, 2017). Moving from memorizing information 
to meaningful independent learning requires relaxed alertness and active processing (Caine & 
Caine, 1990). The aim of Culturally Responsive Teaching is to help students reach a state of 
relaxed alertness where they sense excitement and anticipation to learn (Hammond, 2015). 
Culturally Responsive Teaching creates an environment that the brain perceives as safe and 
nurturing. Culturally Responsive Teaching allows the students to relax and focus on learning 
(Hammond, 2015).     
 
Preparing Teachers to be Culturally Responsive 
 
Gay (2002) advocated for preparing pre-service teachers with culturally responsive 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills in order to improve the learning outcomes of culturally diverse 
students. Gay (2013) conveyed the most important four actions that are essential for 
implementing Culturally Responsive Teaching. 1. The teachers must abandon their deficit 
perspectives of students and communities. 2. Attitudes of ethnic and cultural diversity need to be 
more positive and constructive in order to produce improved teaching (Gay, 2013). Gay (2013) 
encouraged the teachers to conduct a thorough analysis of teaching materials to understand how 
different knowledge forms affect teaching. 3. Gay (2013) stresses  the teachers need to ponder 
and understand why culture and difference are critical ideologies for Culturally Responsive 
Teaching because culture and difference are natural features of humanity and should be included 
as a standard norm as attributes of teaching and learning (Gay, 2013). 4. Finally, Gay (2013) 
maintains that teachers need to make pedagogical connections between Culturally Responsive 
Teaching and routine teaching functions. Gay (2002) put forth that through adequate training, 
pre-service teachers learn to bridge the gap between instructional practices and diverse learning 




teacher programs critically and include Culturally Responsive Teaching elements throughout the 
prospective teachers learning experiences and coursework. They concluded that research has 
shown that Culturally Responsive Teaching better prepares teacher candidates to work with 
ethnically diverse students. 
Ladson-Billings (2009) set three goals for teacher practices: 1. Teaching must help 
students develop positive ethnic and cultural identities. 2. Teaching must yield academic success. 
3. Teaching must support empowering students socially, emotionally, and politically and enable 
learners to develop positive cultural and ethnic identities. In 2014, Ladson-Billings wrote a 
“remix” of her original theory building on the ideas around Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy of 
Paris, (2012). Ladson-Billings (2009) emphasized that the process of becoming a culturally 
responsive teacher is a never-ending journey of meeting the needs of all the ethnically diverse 
students globally. 
Ladson-Billings studied the practices of successful teachers of African American students 
(Ladson-Billings, 2009). She emphasized that a teacher's primary responsibility is to help all 
students become academically successful. She alleges that culturally responsive teachers believe 
that all of their students can succeed and do not accept failure from any student. Instead of 
expecting the students to demonstrate prior knowledge, the teacher scaffolds and helps the 
students to build bridges for learning and helps the students to move from what they know to 
what they need to learn. Teachers who practice Culturally Responsive Teaching see teaching as 
an art and not a practical skill. Culturally responsive teachers are part of the community, and they 
see teaching as giving back to the community (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Their relationship with 
the students is equitable, friendly, and fluid, and extends outside the classroom. Ladson-Billings 




community of learners. The ability to challenge and examine knowledge critically is emphasized.  
The students and the teacher discuss societal inequities and can critique the status quo and try to 
change it (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Adult ESL classes can be sites of empowerment by 
encouraging critical thinking (Harwood, 2010). Banks (2004) defined Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy as an equity pedagogy that can help students from diverse ethnic and cultural groups 
to attain the required skills and knowledge to advocate for social change. According to the 
constructivism theory, learners actively construct their understanding of reality based on their 
prior knowledge (Brown, 2007). Community plays an important role in constructing our 
understanding of information (Vygotsky, 2012). Learners use their beliefs and prior knowledge 
when making sense of new ideas that they encounter in the classroom (Villegas & Lucas, 2007).  
The role of the culturally responsive teacher is to help build bridges between the prior knowledge 
and the new material, as well as help the students to analyze, interpret, and question the new 
ideas (Villegas & Lucas, 2007). A culturally responsive teacher gives the students opportunities 
to actively engage in the learning process, which helps the students learn to think critically, work 
collaboratively, and become creative problem solvers (Villegas & Lucas, 2007).   
Villegas and Lucas (2007) defined the essential qualities that can serve as a framework 
for successfully teaching students from various cultural backgrounds. They proposed that 
teaching has to be grounded in an understanding that culture and learning are intertwined. Their 
concept of Culturally Responsive Teaching is based on constructivist views of learning. The 
salient attributes of a constructivist learning approach are that learners construct their own 
knowledge and understanding from their experiences and cultural environment (Brown, 2007). 
Social constructivism emphasizes that learning is influenced by social interaction (Brown, 2007). 




Understanding how learners construct knowledge, 2. learning about students' lives, 3. being 
socio-culturally conscious, 4. holding affirming views about diversity, 5. using appropriate 
instructional strategies, and 6. advocating for all students (Villegas & Lucas, 2007).  
Culturally responsive teachers must see themselves as a part of a community with an 
ethical obligation to help all learners excel and make the school more equitable for all students. 
Culturally responsive teachers act as advocates for the students and ensure that the textbooks and 
other teaching materials reflect the diversity of the multicultural student body (Villegas & Lucas, 
2007). Many teachers view students from culturally marginalized groups from a deficit 
perspective (Nieto, 2013). Teachers who have a culturally responsive mindset respect cultural 
differences and understand that all students are capable learners (Villegas & Lucas, 2007).  
 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Adult English as a Second Language Learners 
Adult learners of English as a Second Language (“ESL”) usually come from a variety of 
social, cultural, and economic backgrounds. Teachers have to be reflective and flexible to their 
students' different needs. An adult English as a Second Language learner has acquired previous 
experiences and a knowledge base in their home communities, which cannot be ignored in the 
process of teaching the target language (Al-Amri, 2010). Culturally Responsive Teaching can 
help transform an adult ESL class into a supportive learning community where students attempt 
to empower, help, and understand each other (Al-Amri, 2010). The studies of Nelson & Davis-
Wiley (2017) have shown that allowing and encouraging native language use validates adult 
English language learners and enhances their English acquisition (Johnson & Owen, 2013). 
Nelson & Davis-Wiley (2017) recommend that bilingual language classes serve adult learners 




need compassion, validation, and empowerment in order to adapt to their new country (Johnson 
& Owen, 2013). Culturally Responsive Teaching employs strategies such as differentiated 
lessons according to the students' needs, which facilitates culturally diverse students' learning 
outcomes (Johnson & Owen, 2013).  
Alfred (2002) presented a framework for developing cross-cultural competency for more 
democratic adult education. Before teachers can create an inclusive environment, they need to 
understand their own sociocultural histories, identities, biases, and acknowledge how they 
influence their interactions with members from other communities. Nieto (2013) pointed out that 
teachers who have a marginal status in American society themselves are mostly unprepared to 
teach learners from other groups than their own. Alfred (2002) encouraged teachers to reflect on 
their work to guide their practice and broaden their philosophical assumptions. Culturally 
responsive competency is a continuous process that includes a reflective analysis of self, an 
understanding of sociocultural contexts that influence teaching, and choosing and implementing 
teaching strategies that foster inclusion in the classroom (Alfred, 2002). Viewing the scholarship 
and practice of adult education through a sociocultural lens allows the teachers to recognize 
hegemonic practices and create a more critical democratic adult education (Alfred, 2002).  
 
R3: Culturally Responsive Pedagogy Enhances the Motivation of Adult Students 
 
This section provides an overview of the relationship between motivation and culture and 
the Motivational Framework for Culturally Responsive Teaching (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 
1995). The cultural experiences of students significantly impact how they respond to classroom 
experiences (Ginsberg, 2011). Learning is likely to be more effective if teachers understand how 




into the intrinsic motivation of culturally diverse learners (Ginsberg, 2011). There is evidence 
that motivation is consistently and positively related to educational achievement (Uguroglu & 
Wahlberg, 1979). The foundation for a culturally responsive approach lies in the theories of 
intrinsic motivation (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 1995). The response that a student has to a 
learning activity reflects his or her ethnic or cultural background (Kitayama & Marcus, 1995). 
Our emotions influence our motivation. Our emotions are socialized through culture, including 
beliefs, values, and behaviors that pervade every aspect of our lives (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 
2000). A culturally responsive teacher has to understand that perspective (Ladson-Billings, 
2009). According to Ginsberg &Wlodkowski (2000), motivationally effective teaching is 
Culturally Responsive Teaching. Motivation is the natural human ability to direct energy when 
pursuing a goal. There is substantial evidence that motivation is related to educational 
achievement (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). When students realize that what they are learning 
makes sense and is important, their intrinsic motivation emerges (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 
2017). Intrinsically motivated activities are ones where there is no apparent reward except the 
activity itself (Deci, 1996). The APA Dictionary of Psychology defines intrinsic motivation as 
"an incentive to engage in a specific activity that derives from pleasure in the activity itself (e.g., 
a genuine interest in a subject studied) rather than because of any external benefits that might be 
obtained (e.g., course credits)."   
Extrinsic motivation is frequently used in education (Ginsberg, 2015). It assumes that 
students are motivated by the opportunity to receive a reward or avoid a sanction (Ginsberg, 
2005). In education, grades are the primary means of extrinsic motivation (Deci, 1996). Learning 
is a richer experience when it is prompted by intrinsic motivation, and it yields better conceptual 




Teaching frequently adheres to the model of extrinsic motivation, which is ineffective for the 
ethnically diverse students who are not motivated by the external reward system (Jenkins & 
Alfred, 2018). Motivated students surpass unmotivated students in learning and achievement 
(Ginsberg, 2011).  
Wlodkowski & Ginsberg (2017), proposed a theory and a set of practices that can help 
educators develop intrinsically motivating instruction practices for all students. Their approach to 
transforming instructional plans into more motivating and culturally responsive plans is the 
Motivational Framework for Culturally Responsive teaching (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). It 
is designed to consider differing cultures in the classroom while forming a common culture 
(Jenkins & Alfred, 2018). In their framework, Ginsberg &Wlodkowski (2017), integrate various 
constructs of motivation from philosophy, sociology, the study of spiritual ideology, economics, 
linguistics, anthropology, political science, and education. They then synthesized them to create 
a comprehensive description of motivation (Ginsberg, 2005). The Motivational Framework can 
be used as a guide and a tool that helps to evoke intrinsic motivation in culturally diverse 
students (Ginsberg, 2005).  
Wlodkowski's & Ginsberg's (2017) motivational framework represents four basic 
conditions that work together to support student's natural interest in learning; 1.establishing 
inclusion, 2. developing a positive attitude, 3.enhancing meaning, and 4.engendering 
competence.  Each motivational condition embodies two essential criteria: 1. Respect and 
connectedness for establishing inclusion and 2. choice and personal relevance for developing a 
positive attitude, challenge, and engagement for enhancing meaning and authenticity and 




  Establishing inclusion refers to practices that create a learning environment where both 
the students and the teacher feel connected and respected. In a safe learning environment, the 
students are not embarrassed due to self-disclosure, lack of knowledge, personal opinion, or an 
arrogant social atmosphere (Ginsberg, 2005). Exclusion is an omission of opportunity or 
someone's voice, leaving out a perspective or reading into stereotypes (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 
2017). From a learning perspective, if a student does not feel safe and included or if they feel 
cultural isolation, learning slows, and adult motivation to learn deteriorates (Wlodkowski & 
Ginsberg, 2017). In a climate of respect, intrinsic motivation emerges. Adult learners can express 
their ideas freely and develop trust, which translates into a caring and social environment where 
relevant learning is possible (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). 
Adult attitudes impact adult intentions to learn.  Adult instructors must understand 
students' attitudinal directions toward the instructor, toward the subject, toward their self-efficacy 
for learning, and toward the specific learning goal. This should be done in the context of cultural 
beliefs and values that adults bring to the classroom (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017.) If any of 
these essential attitudinal directions becomes negative, adult motivation to learn decreases.  
Helping adults develop positive attitudes toward learning helps them to look forward to learning 
and be eager to learn more. In order for adults to choose to participate in learning, it has to be 
relevant to them (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017).  Developing a positive attitude includes 
relating teaching and learning activities to students' prior experiences or previous knowledge. 
The teacher can create a favorable disposition towards the learning experience by allowing the 
students to make choices in content based on their values, experiences, and needs. 
  The teacher enhances meaning by providing challenging learning experiences involving 




influence on motivation is feeling challenged. Learning requires fostering student engagement 
with challenging learning opportunities (Schwartz & Goldstone, 2016, as quoted by Wlodkowski 
& Ginsberg, 2017). Problem posing, case studies, and authentic research are strategies that can 
be used to engage and challenge learners when the content is culturally relevant and interesting 
to the learners. When the strategies used engage the learners, the meaning of the content is 
increased, and learning is more likely to occur (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017).  
Engendering competence refers to connecting the assessment process to the students' 
world, encouraging self-assessment, and including multiple ways of representing knowledge and 
skills. (Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2017).  Intrinsically motivating assessment for adults has two 
requirements which are authenticity and effectiveness.  In order to be authentic, the assessment 
has to be connected to the adult’s frames of reference, values, and life circumstances 
(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). Effectiveness relates to the awareness of accomplishing 
something personally important as an outcome of learning or in the process of learning 
(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). It is essential to provide useful feedback that is specific and 
constructive. When creating assessment tools historically, under-represented learners should be 
included in order to communicate that all ethnic groups are valued. If adults are provided 
opportunities to demonstrate their learning in ways that reflect their multiple sources of 
knowledge and their strengths, learners will be more motivated to accomplish the assessments 
(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). 
The four conditions simultaneously interact to encourage and support intrinsic motivation 
among culturally diverse students. The guiding principle for Ginsberg's and Wlodkowski's work 
is that motivation and learning and learning and culture are inseparable. Brown (2007) proposes 




learning. Finding ways to encourage motivation is fundamental to equity in teaching and learning 
(Tomlinson & Allan, 2000).   
Summary  
From this literature review, we have learned that Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is a 
student-centered approach to teaching, in which the students' unique cultural backgrounds are 
explored and nurtured (Gay, 2004). Culturally Responsive Teaching promotes student 
achievement and a sense of well-being about the student's cultural place in the world (Hammond, 
2015). 
Numerous studies indicate that Culturally Responsive Teaching enhances the student 
learning outcomes of ethnically diverse students (Aronson & Laughter (2016); Chen & Yang 
(2017); Dee & Penner (2017); Gay (2004); Ladson-Billings 2009; Nieto (2013); Wlodkowski & 
Ginsberg, 2017). Culturally Responsive Teaching can be identified by the following 
characteristics, according to Gay (2004): Culturally Responsive Teaching teaches students to 
know and appreciate their own and each other's cultural heritage while using a variety of 
instructional strategies for various learning styles. Culturally Responsive Teaching is inclusive of 
all the students, and it builds connections between the students, parents, and the community as a 
whole. Culturally Responsive Teaching acknowledges the importance of all the cultural heritage 
of different ethnic groups, and it incorporates multicultural information and materials in learning 
materials. 
Hammond (2015) proposes that Culturally Responsive Teaching helps the brain process 
complex information more effectively. She suggests that ethnically diverse students benefit from 
Culturally Responsive brain-based Pedagogy. Learning is a biological function, and the brain is 




from fear and threats toward pleasure and safety. We pay attention to what matters to us. What 
matters to us is defined through our cultural perspective (Hammond, 2015; Wlodkowski & 
Ginsberg, 2017). When learners feel that they are connected to the learning material, and they 
deem it important according to their value systems, they become motivated to learn. 
(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). The response to a learning task may differ in different cultures 
(Kitayama & Marcus, 1995); thus, a person's response to a learning activity reflects their culture 
(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). From this viewpoint, Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is 
necessary in order to teach all learners effectively (Ladson-Billings, 2009: Gay 2004, Nieto, 
2013). Wlodkowski & Ginsberg (2017) propose that student academic achievement will improve 
if students have a sense of belonging, have someone who believes in them, and someone who has 
high expectations of their academic achievement. According to Hammond (2015), a teacher has 
to have a social-emotional connection to the student in order to create a safe space for learning. 
Culturally Responsive Teaching creates an environment that the students perceive as safe and 
nurturing, and they can focus on learning (Hammond, 2015). Understanding students' culture is 
the basis of Culturally Responsive Teaching (Gay, 2004). There are different levels of culture, 
such as surface culture, shallow culture, and deep culture, and each of them affects how students 
learn (Hollie, 2018). Each aspect of a culture such as ethnicity, religion, or socioeconomic status 
is a source for responsiveness for culturally responsive teachers (Hollie, 2018).  Culturally 
Responsive Teaching is an important pedagogy that places the students at the center of the 







THE PROJECT AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 
Brief Description of the Project  
This handbook is for teachers and pre-service teachers who work with adult ESL-
students. Adult ESL students typically represent a range of educational backgrounds. They have 
different levels of proficiency in writing and reading in both their native language and English. 
Some of them may have minimal formal schooling, while others may have received advanced 
college degrees in their native countries. They all bring a variety of skills, backgrounds, and life 
experiences into the classroom, which a culturally responsive teacher can utilize when creating a 
curriculum. Typical adult students have many responsibilities and are very busy. They come to 
class motivated to satisfy their own learning goals. In order to motivate adult students, the 
curriculum should be practical and relatable to their lives. Some adult students suffer from poor 
self-concept and do not trust that they can learn. 
This project is a guidebook for adult English as a Second Language teachers or pre-
service teachers who are interested in Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. This guidebook intends 
to aid teachers in becoming culturally responsive educators. It consists of four parts: 
Background, Adopting the Mindset of Culturally Responsive Teaching, Culturally Responsive 
Teaching in Practice and Checklist. 
Part 1: Background 
Part 1 introduces the concept of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. It explains why understanding 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is crucial to the process of learning a foreign language. Our 
culture affects our worldview and learning style. The first part also introduces two of the most 
important contributors to Culturally Responsive Teaching, whom both defined the framework of 




in her book “The Dreamkeepers,” and Geneva Gay named the pedagogy Culturally Responsive 
Teaching in her seminal book “Culturally Responsive Teaching; Theory, Research, and 
Practice”. Part 1 of the guidebook also includes the key features of Culturally Responsive 
Teaching. These key features are high expectations for all students, caring attitude, and climate 
of inclusion, culturally responsive classroom environment, and culturally responsive curriculum. 
The first part of the guidebook defines each feature and lists practical applications for building 
an inclusive classroom, making the classroom more culturally responsive and making the 
curriculum culturally responsive. 
Part 2: Adopting the Mindset of Culturally Responsive Teaching 
The second part of the guidebook lays the groundwork for becoming a culturally 
responsive teacher. It explains how becoming a culturally responsive educator is a journey that 
leads to a culturally responsive mindset. The first step is to understand culture. The meaning of 
culture is explained by using Hall’s (1973) analogy of culture as an iceberg. In order to 
understand cultural differences and their own culture, the teachers are encouraged to think about 
culture having three layers. These layers are surface culture, shallow culture, and deep culture. 
Each cultural layer consists of specific aspects of culture that either has a low or strong 
emotional charge. With the information provided in this section of the guidebook, the teachers 
can begin to understand the crucial impact culture has on students’ classroom behavior and 
learning styles. The key to understanding educational implications of culture is to understand 
specific universal patterns of culture, which Hofstede (2010) defined as dimensions of culture. 
This section of the guidebook also introduces each of Hofstede’s dimensions of culture. These 
are power distance, collectivism versus individualism, femininity versus masculinity, uncertainty 




guidebook explains the educational implications of each dimension of culture and gives 
examples of how they affect student behavior in the classroom. A comparison chart is included 
with the culture dimension scores of a collection of countries. The chart further demonstrates 
how cultural dimensions vary between cultures and strongly affect student attitudes and 
behavior. 
After learning about cultural dimensions, the reader is guided to reflect upon their own 
culture. The knowing your culture section of the guidebook includes a list of questions that assist 
the teacher to think about their own cultural traits, attitudes, beliefs, and values. There is a 
questionnaire that aids the teacher in determining whether they are from a low-context or high-
context culture. Mainstream culture in the United States of America tends to be low-context. 
Many ESL students come from high-context cultures with substantially different behavioral 
patterns and attitudes. The reader can reflect upon their own beliefs and expectations for 
classroom behavior with a list of questions provided in the guidebook.  
Learning about the teacher’s own cultural beliefs is the first part of Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy. The second crucial part is to learn to know the students well. This second part of the 
guidebook shows teachers the way to think of their students as cultural beings. Hollie (2018) 
created the concept of rings of culture that helps teachers to learn about their students’ 
ethnocultural identities. A culturally responsive teacher attempts to connect with each student to 
learn to know them better. By finding out about the students’ culture and circumstances, the 
teacher can plan an instructional program that motivates the students and meets their needs. The 
guidebook provides a list of factors that are important for a culturally responsive teacher to know 
about their adult ESL students. The teacher can use specific strategies that are provided in the 




Part 3: Culturally Responsive Teaching in Practice 
After learning to know their students, the teacher tailors the instruction incorporating the 
students’ culture into the curriculum. Part 3 of the guidebook explains five broad practices for  
implementing Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. The first practice is involving all learners in the 
construction of knowledge. The guidebook explains how students can construct knowledge and 
engage actively in the learning process. The second practice is to build on the students’ personal 
and cultural strengths. Culturally responsive teachers aid their students to access frameworks 
they already have by scaffolding students’ prior knowledge. Part three explains how teachers can 
present topics in a meaningful way to the students. The third essential practice is using students’ 
lives as a source for curriculum design and instruction. The guidebook explains how teachers can 
review teaching materials for possible bias and inaccuracies. By selecting materials and topics 
carefully, the teachers facilitate the comprehension of new information. The fourth important 
practice of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is making the culture of the classroom inclusive of 
all students. A Culturally Responsive Teacher finds ways to incorporate students’ familiar 
cultural ways of learning, so all students feel comfortable participating. The fifth key practice of 
Culturally Responsive Teaching in an Adult ESL class is building on students’ linguistic 
resources. Bilingualism is valued, and the students are allowed to use materials in their native 
language if it facilitates learning. 
Part 4: Checklist   
Section four of the guidebook provides a culturally responsive teacher checklist. The 






Development of the Project  
This research project was chosen based on my observations in adult English as a Second 
Language classes and my experience as a learner of several foreign languages. The TESOL 
program at Berkeley Extension requires students to observe and report on several adult ESL 
classes. During my practicum, I was fortunate to be a teacher’s helper and a student teacher in an 
adult beginning English as a Second Language course at a local community college. As a 
teacher’s helper, I learned to know the students well. Most of the students had two jobs, families, 
long commutes, and very little time to attend an English class that met four times a week. Many 
students began their studies and seemed to do well but then suddenly dropped out. Only if the 
class was serving their specific needs did they remain motivated and continued attending the 
class. It was not an easy task for the teacher to find meaningful curriculum content for such a 
diverse group of students from all over the world. Specific topics appealed to the learners, such 
as talking about their families and work-related vocabulary like learning to call in sick or apply 
for a job. The students were less engaged in talking about pets. No one in the class had a pet nor 
was planning to acquire one. Topics relating to American culture were less engaging such as 
American football, TV shows, politics, or cultural events. When I read about Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy, I immediately understood its’ significance in the context of what I had 
observed in the adult English classes and as a language learner myself.  
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy incorporates the learners’ culture, their cultural 
knowledge, and their prior experiences in the learning process, which makes the learning 
meaningful. Culturally Responsive Teaching focuses on high expectations for all students. In 
adult classes, there are sometimes students who, due to their poor language skills, age, disability, 




essential that the teacher has high expectations for all students and believes they all can learn. In 
my observation classes, I noticed that such students sometimes felt marginalized and dropped 
out. I noticed that it would be helpful for the ESL teacher to have basic knowledge of the cultural 
traits of their students’ behavior. It would be helpful to understand how learners view time, their 
willingness to participate in class, cultural beliefs regarding what is appropriate behavior, and 
expectations for the role of the teacher. The most important factor is to know and validate the 
students. It is motivating to the students when the teacher learns to pronounce their names 
correctly and when the teacher acknowledges all the students in the class. A quick internet search 
can provide the teacher with the basic information about a student’s native country’s surface 
cultural elements such as popular sports, political situation, famous citizens, religion, language, 
and various cultural groups of the nation. As an adult immigrant myself, I find it motivating and 
delightful when someone knows a positive fact about my native country. Students who share a 
religion also share a common ethnic identification even though they may belong to varying 
cultures and come from different nations. The teacher must be familiar with the taboo topics and 
behavioral expectations of students who are openly religious. In analyzing the students' culture, 
the teacher familiarizes themselves with the fundamental levels of culture: an observable culture 
which includes popular sports, literature, and music. Observing the deeper levels of culture can 
help the teacher to understand students’ attitudes and behavior better.  In my observation classes, 
I found that “the English only” policy is not tenable. In a low-level ESL class, most students 
used their phones to translate or consulted their peers who spoke the same language in order to 
understand content and instructions better. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy values students’ 




The motivational framework for Culturally Responsive Teaching developed by 
Wlodkowski and Ginsberg (2017) summarized my experience of human behavior that is 
motivating and applicable to most adult students: When a learner experiences emotional well-
being, feels respected and acknowledged in the class, they feel motivated to learn. Including 
students’ native cultures, prior experiences, and knowledge base in the curriculum can improve 
outcomes for Adult English Language learners. There are several Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy guidebooks written for K-12 teachers of culturally diverse students. I was not able to 











CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Conclusions  
The purpose of this Field Project is to explore how adult learners in an ESL classroom 
benefit from the implementation of a Culturally Responsive Teaching strategy. Research has 
shown that there is a lack of cultural preparedness in many adult ESL teaching programs 
(Ukpokodu, 2011). Also, many community-based adult ESL programs may not have instructors 
that are specially trained to teach adult ESL learners (Harwood, 2010).  
English language skill is an essential requirement for assimilating fully into American 
society, and it is directly related to an immigrants’ employability (Carliner, 2000). Many factors 
influence adult learners’ participation in ESL programs. The training and expertise of teachers 
are two crucial factors (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2010). If an adult ESL program is not 
tailored to the needs of the learners and uses a one-size-fits-all approach to course design, it does 
not serve the needs of the adult students, and they may discontinue attending the class (Kennedy 
& Walters, 2013). 
This field project seeks to explain how Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is an essential 
tool for ESL teachers. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy incorporates students’ culture and prior 
experiences in the curriculum and teaching, which makes the content meaningful to the learners. 
Research has found that Culturally Responsive Pedagogy improves the learning outcomes of 
ethnically and culturally diverse students (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Dee & Penner, 2017; 
Ladson-Billings 2009; Tyler, Boykin & Walton, 2006). Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 
improves the motivation of adult ESL learners (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). Research has 
proven that emotions influence student motivation (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). When 




(Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). They designed a Culturally Responsive Teaching framework 
that is respectful of different cultures and creates a common culture that all students can accept. 
The Culturally Responsive Framework names motivational conditions that are essential for 
sustaining intrinsic motivation. These conditions include creating an inclusive learning 
environment and developing a positive attitude through personal relevance. This approach 
creates a learning experience that incorporates students’ values and perspectives and an 
understanding that students are learning something they value. These procedures increase 
intrinsic motivation and encourage equitable participation of all students. 
Culturally Responsive Teaching has brain-based benefits as well. It builds students’ 
brainpower by using cultural knowledge to improve information processing skills (Hammond, 
2015). Culture is used as a cognitive scaffold to make learning easier (Hammond, 2015). 
Learning and culture are intertwined because development and cognition are influenced by 
social, emotional, and cultural experiences (Zull, 2002).  
This field project suggests it is beneficial for student learning outcomes if ESL teachers 
familiarize themselves with the students’ culture and incorporate students’ culture and prior 
knowledge into the curriculum and teaching practices. Ethnic and cultural backgrounds of adult 
ESL students often differ from the background of the teacher.  To get started, teachers can use 
the Field Project guidebook to launch themselves on the journey of becoming culturally aware 
and responsive teachers. 
 
Recommendations  
Adult ESL students have a plethora of cultural backgrounds. Fostering Culturally 
Responsive Teaching practice is crucial to creating a learning environment that is engaging and 




Becoming a culturally responsive teacher entails much more than merely recognizing the 
cultural backgrounds of your students. I recommend that pre-teacher candidates and ESL 
teachers use this guidebook as an introduction to the culturally responsive journey. Begin by 
assessing your own culture and behavior. The first step towards understanding your students’ 
culture is to become aware of your own culture, actions, and mindset. The second step is to 
proactively get to know your students and learn as much as you can about their cultures. When 
you foster a caring relationship with your students, they feel more comfortable sharing their 
experiences and asking questions. Foster critical thinking, encourage the students to ask 
questions, and challenge the status quo (Freire, 1972). 
Once you know your students’ cultures better, use that knowledge to adapt your teaching. 
Engage students in learning by presenting knowledge within the context of your students’ culture 
and prior knowledge. Make learning student-centered and interactive. Ideally, include all cultures 
in your curriculum. Choose lesson content that is relatable to your students, and that incorporates 
multicultural information. Most importantly, create a classroom where all the students feel 
welcome and appreciated. The words of Howard (2016) profoundly resonated with me about 
culturally responsive student and teacher relationship when he wrote: “I see you. I acknowledge 
your presence in this classroom. I know your name, and I can pronounce it correctly. I respect 
your experiences and your intelligence. I believe in you, and I will hold you and myself 
accountable to honor your capacity to learn. I enjoy this work with you” (p. 130). As teachers, 
we influence our students in profound ways. With Culturally Responsive Teaching, we can leave 
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Part 1: Background  
Introduction (References available on page 43) 
Understanding the relationship between language and culture is crucial to the 
process of learning another language. We understand the meaning of language in the 
context of our cultural framework. Hall’s analogy likens culture to an iceberg. Only 
surface culture is seen. The most important cultural aspects that affect learning lie 
below the sea and remain unseen. Our cultural dimensions influence our learning style 
and communication preferences. Our culture and background profoundly affect our 
worldview and how we process information. It is important for the teacher to understand 
students’ culture and use it as a resource for the curriculum and teaching strategies. 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy emphasizes using students’ culture as a funds of 
knowledge when teaching culturally and ethnically diverse students. 
This guide book will explain the most important tenants of Culturally Responsive 
Pedagogy. It will explain what culture is and how culturally responsive teachers draw on 
the cultural knowledge, background and experiences of their students to make learning 
more meaningful.  
This guidebook is intended for teachers and pre-service teachers who are interested in 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in adult English as a Second Language setting. This 
guide book can be used for ideas for developing culturally responsive mindset.  Being 
culturally responsive teacher is not a series of steps that a teacher can follow. It is a 
journey that requires understanding culture and wanting to incorporate students’ culture 




1. What is culturally responsive teaching? 
 
In 1990’s Gloria Ladson-Billings launched the term Culturally Relevant Pedagogy to 
describe a form of teaching that engages learners whose experiences and cultures are 
traditionally excluded from mainstream settings. She describes Culturally Relevant 
Pedagogy as teaching that empowers students, socially, politically, emotionally and 
intellectually.  Her seminal book “The Dreamkeepers”  explained how Culturally 
Responsive Pedagogy can be used to teach marginalized African-American and other 
students and improve their learning outcomes. 
Geneva Gay is renowned for her contributions to the field by specializing in 
Culturally Responsive Teaching, as it relates to curriculum design, professional 
learning, and classroom instruction.  In her seminal work “Culturally Responsive 
Teaching: theory, research and practice” she explains how Culturally Responsive 
Teaching can be used to improve the school performance of ethnically diverse students. 
She posits that students  will perform better when their own cultural experiences are 
valued and used as a frame of reference in teaching.       







1. High expectations for all students 
 
Teacher expectations matter. Culturally responsive teachers expect high 
outcomes from all students.  They profess that all students can learn and they will. 
They don’t believe that failure is inevitable for some learners. If teachers expect 
students to be high or low achievers they will usually act according to those 
expectations. Culturally responsive teachers have faith in their students’ abilities and 
they help all the students to meet high academic demands. 
 
 
2. Caring attitude and climate of inclusion 
 
Think about the time you walked into a classroom and felt uncomfortable. Many adult 
ESL students have recently emigrated into the United States from countries where 
culture significantly varies from the mainstream American culture. They have to adjust 
to an unfamiliar classroom setting where they may not understand the language, 
The Key Features of Culturally Responsive Teaching 
 
1. High expectations for all students 
2. Caring attitude and climate of inclusion 
3. Culturally responsive classroom environment 





expected behavior or signs and symbols.  Many ethnically diverse learners do not find 
school inviting. They feel insignificant and alienated. If the curriculum and materials 
taught have value and personal meaning to the students, learning becomes more 
interesting. In an inclusive classroom the students feel safe and accepted. Once the 
students trust the teacher and feel comfortable in the classroom environment, the 
teacher can help to grow the students’ brainpower by leveraging culture. Low stress 
learning environments ease students’ cognitive information processing. A caring teacher 






Practical Applications for Building an Inclusive Classroom 
• Make the classroom look inclusive by displaying culturally diverse symbols 
and images 
• Smile  
• Use humor 
• Invite the students to hang their artwork on the walls 
• Ask the students to share their stories 
• Invite the students to give talks or present their favorite book or an artifact 
from their culture 
• Use team building exercises to promote peer support for learning. This helps 
the learners feel comfortable in group activities working with students from 
different cultural backgrounds 
• Encourage a community of learners (not competitive achievement) 
• Use appropriate eye contact and body language with all students 
• Give positive feedback and encouragement 
• Give attention to all students 







Culturally responsive classroom in Nablus, Palestine 2017 
 
3. Culturally responsive classroom environment 
For culturally and ethnically diverse students, the initial assessment of their acceptance 
in the classroom depends on whether they see visual representations that remind them 
of their families, homes, cultures, native countries, native languages, symbols and 
communities. A classroom can use color, physical arrangement of desks, lighting and 






Making classrooms more culturally responsive 
• Welcome students by name when they enter the classroom 
• Students native languages should be considered a rich source rather than a 
deficit. Display signs, greetings and instructions in students’ native 
languages 
• Students who prefer visual learning styles benefit from graphic organizers 
• Display students work, quotes or pictures in the classroom 
• Ensure that the visuals in the classroom reflect the students’ cultural, racial 
and ethnic backgrounds 
• Have a classroom library with multicultural books 
• Supportive environment where everybody feels safe to speak up 
• Use body language and gestures to indicate that all students’ opinions and 
questions are important 
• Classroom has visual scaffolds such as word walls with pictures 
• English and bi-lingual glossaries 
• Home language materials 
• Display cultural artifacts or pictures from the native countries of the students 
•  







4. Culturally responsive curriculum 
Culturally Responsive Teaching is asset-based. Students’ cultural backgrounds, native 
languages, experiences and prior knowledge is appreciated as a rich source for the 
curriculum. Students are placed at the center of learning and teaching. The curriculum 
is designed to simultaneously challenge and support the students. 
  
Making curriculum culturally responsive 
• Teaching materials are free from bias and stereotypes 
 
• Instruction and materials are scaffolded appropriately 
• The classroom contains visual supports such as a word wall or home 
language translations 
• Instruction includes small-group and pair work 
• Activities foster critical thinking and reflection 
• Open-ended discussion prompts, seeking multiple perspectives 
• Activities allow students to make connections with their prior knowledge 
• Activities require students to consider alternative ways of understanding 
information and being open to diverse perspectives 
• Lessons include multicultural materials 
• Lessons feature people, perspectives and stories that come from the 






• Pre-teaching vocabulary before tasks 
• Clear visual and oral instructions are provided 
• Students are given an opportunity to write and speak about lives of 
people that matter to them 
• Activities that foster relationship building 
• Context is textualized with games 
• Use culture as a cognitive scaffold 
• Building information processing skills by making topics contextualized 
for students 
• Using a variety of approaches that will accommodate various learning 
styles 
• Teacher being a facilitator instead of a specialist 
• Viewing knowledge critically 
• Making connections with own and other students’ ideas 
• Group work is structured so that all students have specific roles or ways 









Preparing to become culturally responsive 
Being a culturally responsive teacher is a journey that leads to a culturally 
responsive mindset. Through training teachers can learn to understand how 
diverse students learn and communicate and accommodate various learning 
styles in instruction. The first step is to develop socio-cultural consciousness. Our 
behavior, thinking process and attitudes are influenced by our cultural upbringing, 
ethnicity, language and socio-economic class. Teachers need to examine their 
own cultural identities and understand any stereotypes or biases they may have 






Our culture provides us with the guidelines for appropriate social behavior and 
how we interpret other’s behavior. Culture is a broad concept that has no single, simple 
definition. The many definitions given to culture have been influenced by research in the 
fields of linguistics, anthropology, sociology and psychology. Culture is a set of shared 
beliefs, attitudes and norms that affect how people talk, act and think.  Hofstede, 
(1980:42) defined culture as a “collective mental programming of the people in an 
environment”. Individuals who share a culture have similar identifiable customs, 
worldviews, behavior patterns and values that were acquired by being a member of a 
society. It is important to note that these generalizations do not apply to all members of 
any group and that within every culture there are subcultures and subgroups. Culture is 
not static. Cultural change is an ongoing process.  
Our cultural environment teaches us subconsciously in a process called 
enculturation. From early life we become socialized into our culture when we learn 
about the conventions and customs of our society. The culture where we are raised 
shapes the lenses we use to process and utilize information, communicative behaviors 
and how we understand social roles. The most important elements of culture that affect 
our behavior, values and worldview are not easily observable. Noted anthropologist 
Edward T. Hall created an analogy of culture as an iceberg. Above the water we can 
see the tip of the iceberg, that represents surface culture. Surface culture includes 
dress, foods, holiday celebrations, songs, artifacts and other easily recognizable 
elements. Under the water, hidden from view and below our conscious awareness are 




explained these deep elements of culture and how they shape people’s perspectives 
and interpretations of the world. The first step for a teacher to become culturally 










Which aspects of my 
culture are visible ? 





Hall’s  iceberg model of culture was developed  to help explain the breadth of culture. 
Like an iceberg, the visible part of culture is only a small part of a much larger whole. 
The external, or conscious, part of culture is what we can see, and it is the tip of the 
iceberg and includes surface culture behaviors and some beliefs. The internal, or 
subconscious, part of culture is below the surface of a society and includes shallow and 




Surface culture: Food, dress, music, visual arts, drama, crafts, dance, literature, 
language, celebrations and games. 
 
 
Shallow culture: Courtesy, concept of time, personal space, rules of conduct, facial 
expressions, non-verbal communication, body language, touching, eye-contact, 
modesty, patterns of how to handle emotions, concept of beauty, relationships to 
animals, tempo of work, ideals of childrearing, tone of voice, attitudes toward elders, 
concept of cleanliness 
 
 
Deep culture:  Patterns of group decision making, definition of insanity, preference of 
cooperation or competition, concept of self, concept of past and future, definition of 










Mental Models are the thinking tools that we use to make decisions and understand the 
surrounding world. They affect our behavior and how we relate to others. Students 










Strong emotional charge. What students see as disrespectful 




At deep cultural level the brain interprets threats. Challenges to 
cultural values at this level can cause culture shock. 
 
Understanding cultural differences: 
The key to understanding educational implications of culture is to understand certain 
universal patterns of culture.  According to Hofstede (2010) culture is the mental 
programming of the mind, which happens unconsciously during our childhood. Culture 
has multiple layers and the surface culture represents what is visible such as food and 
holiday celebrations. For culturally responsive teachers, it is important to understand the 









How equality is expected and accepted by 




Role of the individual versus the role of 
the group. Collectivist cultures are “we” 





Relates to desirability of assertiveness 
versus modesty in a society. A masculine 
society has different emotional gender 
roles. In feminine culture both men and 




Society’s degree of tolerance of the 









Indulgence stands for a society that allows 
free gratification. Restraint stands for a 
society that suppresses gratification of 











In large power distance cultures, inequality 
is the norm. Children are expected to be 
obedient to teachers. Classrooms are 
teacher-centered with strict order. Students 
respect the teacher and do not intervene 
when the teacher is talking and are less 
likely to ask questions or participate. High 
power distance countries are common in 
Asia, the Middle-East, Eastern Europe and 
Latin-America. 
 
In low power distance countries, teacher 
and students are equal. Education is 
student-centered. Students take initiative, 
ask questions and can criticize the teacher 
intellectually.  It is not difficult for the 
teacher to get the students to participate. 
Examples of low power distance cultures 
are German-speaking countries and 











This cultural dimension is connected with 
deep culture. Collectivist societies 
emphasize relationships. Children grow 
up in extended family settings and the 
purpose of education is to get a good 
paying job that benefits the extended 
family. In a classroom setting students 
from collectivist cultures tend to not speak 
up. The teacher needs to call on a 
student to make them speak. The 
students also do not tend to speak in a 
large group unless the teacher is present. 
The solution is to divide the group into 
smaller size to increase participation. Due 
to strong in-group identities, students 
tend to form subgroups based on their 
ethnic or linguistic backgrounds. They 
expect the teacher to show preferential 
treatment to them if they are from the 
same cultural background. Examples of 
collectivist cultures include Latin-
American countries,  South-Korea and 








Individualist societies emphasize 
independence and individual 
achievement. Examples of countries with 
individualist cultures include the United 
States, Australia and Canada. In class 
students form groups based on task 
assignments. Students can discuss 
issues or differences without worrying 
about losing face.  They expect the 
teacher to treat all students equally. 
Learning is viewed as a life-long 
endeavor rather than knowing how to do 
certain tasks. The goal of education is to 
prepare individuals who can function in a 








Both collectivism and individualism in various cultures reflect a spectrum. There is also 
variety across communities with respect to how individualism and collectivism are 
expressed. For collectivist students, what stays the same is a focus on cooperative 





Hofstede Insights maintains a website where you can look up the cultural dimension values for 
different countries https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/ 
United States has a high individualism score of 91. Guatemala’s individualism score is 6, 






In a masculine society, differences in 
gender roles between the sexes are 
apparent. Men are expected to be more 
assertive than women and to take the 
responsibility outside the home. Women 
are expected to be modest and kind and 
take care of the home.  
In a feminine society both men and 
women share both roles. Scandinavian 
countries are typically feminine societies. 
Finland’s masculinity score is 26 while 
Japan has very high masculinity score of 
95. Students from masculine cultures 
compete openly with classmates and 
failure is not accepted. In feminine 
educational settings, students are modest 
about their success and assertive 









Students from high uncertainty avoidance 
cultures do not tolerate ambiguity and 
uncertainty as well as students from low 
uncertainty avoidance cultures. Students 
from high uncertainty avoidance cultures 
need rules and structured learning with 
clear objectives, timetables and detailed 
instructions for assignments. Students 
expect the teacher to be the expert and 
they do not disagree with them.  
Students from weak uncertainty 
avoidance cultures prefer less structure 
and more vague objectives. They prefer 
broad assignments without strict 
timetables. Students do not hesitate to 
disagree with the teacher, but they do not 
mind if the teacher does not have an 
answer to a question. Greece is on the 
top of the list for high uncertainty 
avoidance cultures along with Guatemala, 
Uruguay and Russia. Low uncertainty 









A culture that has long-term orientation 
focuses on the future. Short-term 
gratification can be delayed in anticipation 
of future rewards.  In education students 
attribute success to effort. In short-term 
orientation cultures, the focus is on the 
past and present which are considered to 
be more important than the future. 
Valuing tradition and fulfilling social 





Indulgence societies allow relatively free 
gratification which means enjoying life 
and having fun. Individual happiness, 
leisure time and well-being are 
emphasized. Individuals are less 
motivated with material rewards. 
Restraint societies tend to curb and 
regulate gratification by strict norms. 
Individuals may expect a reward for a job 



















Mexico 81 30 69 82 24 
Sweden 31 71 5 29 53 
USA 40 91 62 46 26 
China 80 20 66 30 87 
El Salvador 66 19 40 94 20 




Knowing your own culture 
 
Reflecting on the following questions can help the teacher to understand 
their own cultural beliefs and behaviors. After reflecting on their own 
culture, a culturally responsive teacher learns about the students’ culture. It 
enables the teacher to understand possible mismatches that arise as a 
result of cultural differences between the teacher and the learners. A 
culturally responsive teacher incorporates their students’ culture into 
teaching and the curriculum. 
Lower scores 
more likely to 
participate in 
class 
Lower scores less 
likely to speak up 
in class 
Low scores 
















Think about the following aspects of your own culture and worldview:  
 
1. Concept of time 
2. Attitudes about personal space and privacy 
3. Concept of self 
4. Rules of polite behavior 
5. The importance of family 
6. The size of your family (how extended is your immediate family?) 
7. Attitudes towards age 
8. Religious beliefs and rituals 
9. Concept of fairness 
10. Expectations for children 
11. Values 
12. Nature of friendship 
13. Identify your triggers 
14. Stereotypes 
15. Bias 
16. Attitude towards work 





Are you from a Low-Context Culture or High-Context Culture? Answer yes 
or no to the following questions: 
1. Do you feel comfortable with casual short-term friendships? 
 
2. Do you like direct and clear answers to your questions? 
 
3. Do you like to get credit for your personal achievements? 
 
4. Do you rely more on words than non-verbal communication when 
interacting with others? 
 
5. Do you prefer to work independently over groupwork to solve 
problems and make decisions? 
 
6. Do you think that conflict is a natural part of human interactions and 
should not be avoided? 
 
7. In your culture can a teacher or a supervisor be called by their first 
name? 
 
8. Is getting results more important in terms of achieving goals than 
cultivating personal relationships? 
 
9. Is your identity mainly defined outside of the groups you belong to 
such as family? 
 
Answer key: Answering “Yes” to most of these questions may indicate that 





Reflecting on my cultural beliefs and expectations for classroom behavior: 
 
1. What is my view on punctuality? Importance of punctuality varies 
from culture to culture. 
2. Role of the teacher in class.  The role of the teacher in class varies 
between collectivists and individualist cultures.  Teaching in 
collectivist cultures is more teacher-centered. 
3. Student participation. Students from certain cultures may not feel 
comfortable participating in classroom discussions. 
4. Non-verbal communication such as eye-contact, personal bubble. 
5. How to address the teacher? In low power-distance cultures, the 
students may call the teacher by first name. 
6. Students’ collaborating. Students from collectivist countries may have 
a tendency to share answers and help each other. 
7. Plagiarism is culturally conditioned and is understood differently in 




Learning about your students’ culture 
The second crucial part of culturally responsive teaching is to learn to know 
your students well. Learning about the students’ cultural background, social 
identities, family and past experiences allows the teacher to build on the 
students’ prior knowledge. 
 
Rings of culture (Hollie, 2018) 
 
Rings of culture are layered identities or cultures that define who we are. 
Each of the rings represents an identity. They include gender, nationality, 
age, religion, class and ethnicity. A culturally responsive teacher considers 
these overlapping identities when they are analyzing their students. When 
these identities are examined separately, they explain certain behaviors 
and say something about who we are. Each of these rings is a potential 
source of responsiveness for the teacher. Educators must not confuse any 
of these cultures for each other or racial behavior. It is crucial to understand 
























Example: Why do you celebrate the 4th of July? 
I celebrate the 4th of July because I am American. 
I do not celebrate it because of my age, orientation, socioeconomic class, religion, 




A culturally relevant teacher-student relationship is equitable and  extends 
beyond the classroom into the community. A culturally responsive teacher  
attempts to connect with all students by developing commonalities with 
them. By finding out as much as they can about each student, culturally 
responsive teachers can plan an instructional program that motivates the 
students and meets their needs. 
A culturally responsive teacher takes the time to learn the proper 
pronunciation of their students’ names. By this simple act the teacher 
validates the student and fosters a sense of belonging. When a teacher 
mispronounces a student’s name or gives them a new name altogether , it 
can cause psychological harm or the student to build a wall, which will 
negatively impact their learning experience. 
 




What is your name 
story? What is the 
meaning behind it? 
Zhou      Mervi        Alejandro        
Nguyet   Mǻrten   Aitana  
Giang   Guadalupe   Helena  
Chinh    Ahsan     Zhao     




Learning to know your students, building the foundations of learning 
partnerships 
There is no typical adult learner. Adult learners have various 
backgrounds, professions, skills and interests. A culturally responsive 
teacher finds out information about their students’ lives and culture to be 
better able to serve their needs. The following factors are important to 
consider: 
 
1. Native language. Is the student able to read in their native language? 
Does their native language have the same alphabet as English? 
Language used at home? Language used at work? 
 
2. Age. Student age may impact the reasons why they are studying 
English such as wanting to enter college, job promotion, to be able to 
engage with children’s teacher or pass time in retirement. 
 






4. Family relationships. Family is the cornerstone of social structure in 
many countries and family extends beyond immediate family.  
 
5. What is their reason for studying English? Do they have opportunities 
to speak English outside the classroom? 
 
6. Native country. Acquire basic knowledge of your students’ native 
countries. 
 
7. Immigration history and status. If the students are comfortable sharing 
this information, it helps the teacher to understand their circumstances 
better.  
 
8. Education history. Did the students’ study English in their native 
country. How many years of education did they accomplish? 
 
9. Religion. Knowing about students’ religious beliefs alleviates potential 





10. Is the student from a masculine or feminine culture? It affects the 
gender roles they assume. 
 
11. Socio-economic status. Many adult ESL students hold two or more 
jobs and have long commutes. It affects the time they have for 
studying, leisure and attending classes. 
 
12. Leisure time. What do the students like to do on their day-off? What 
are their hobbies, favorite activities and interests? 
 
13. Employment. What kind of jobs do the students have? What are the 
skills they know through their professions? 
 
14. How long have they been in the United States? What are the 








Information gathering strategies 
• Getting to know you survey 
 
• Engaging students in conversations 
• Observing and noting the knowledge and skills students display 
while participating in class activities 
• Individual conferences 
• Observing students in in-class presentations 
• Posing problems in class and observing various students’ problem-
solving strategies 
• Asking students to explain reasoning they used to arrive at their 
answers 
• Attending community events 
• Spending time with students outside of classroom 
• Fostering social interactions in the classroom 
• Facilitating out-of-school interaction 




Part 3: Culturally Responsive Teaching in Practice 
After learning to know their students, teachers tailor instruction in specific cultural 
contexts. Culturally responsive teaching is an adaptive and creative activity that draws 
on the strengths of all students and treats them equally. Five broad practices support 
this goal: 
1. Involving all learners in the construction of knowledge 
In a culturally responsive classroom, memorizing predigested information is avoided. All 
students are encouraged to construct knowledge by involving them in learning tasks 
that develop higher-order thought processes. Hypothesizing, predicting, evaluating, 
comparing and synthesizing tasks give students an active role in learning. When 
students pose questions, test hypotheses, collect and analyze data, reconcile 
contradictory data and generate explanations in projects that have personal meaning to 
them, they engage actively in the learning process and become motivated to learn. 
Student-centered learning contributes to their English language development. Students 
working collaboratively in small groups promotes active learning for all participants. 
Group work promotes cross-cultural understanding and gives English language learners 








2. Building on the students’ personal and cultural strengths 
Culturally responsive teachers invite the learners to use their pre-existing knowledge 
and skills and translate them into pedagogical practices. Teachers help the students to 
access the frameworks they already have relative to the topic of instruction. Using 
students’ prior knowledge gives meaning to new concepts. The teachers help the 
students activate schema that assist learners in understanding or processing new 
pieces of information. Teachers help students to stretch their metal schemes beyond 
what is familiar to them. 
Teachers build on students’ interests when they encourage students to explore topics that are 
relevant to them and their communities. Culturally responsive teachers present topics in such a 
way that they are meaningful to the students. Problem-posing is a possible method that can be 
used as a tool. For example, the topic of drought in California may not be exciting to the students. 
To generate interest, the teacher may ask the students to describe how it would it affect their lives 
if, in the morning, there was no water in any of the faucets in their dwelling nor any water in the 
whole city (Villegas & Lucas, 2002).  
Culturally relevant teachers promote discussions about relevant topics in students’ lives. 
Such candid conversations validate students’ experiences and allow critical inspection 








3.  Using Students’ lives as a source for curriculum design and instruction 
Culturally responsive teachers select instructional materials that promote learning and 
are relevant to the students’ experiences. Commercially produced materials are 
reviewed for bias, omissions and inaccuracies. 
In reviewing materials, culturally responsive teachers may consider the following: 
• Do the illustrations include a variety of ethnicities, genders and age groups? Are                       
  the illustrations void of stereotypes of any group? 
• Do textbooks feature situations that are familiar to the students? 
• Can the students relate to the problems presented in the teaching materials? 
• Is the language accessible to the students? 
• Do the materials reflect the diversity of the students in terms of ethnicity,                                     
  language groups, race, age and gender? 
A strategy that culturally responsive teachers can use is to tap community resources to 
help the students build bridges between the community and school. An expert from the 
students’ community could be invited to class to share information and their funds of 
knowledge about an exciting topic. Inviting a family or community member to speak in 
class builds connections between home and the classroom. It is crucial to convey to the 
students that their families have funds of knowledge and experiences that the school 
values. Culturally responsive teachers tailor instruction to their students and 
accommodate a variety of learning styles. By building on the students’ experiences, 
teachers scaffold to activate the students’ prior knowledge. Teachers use analogies 




add to what the students already know and validate their experiences. Respect and 
validation facilitate a meaningful and fluid relationship between the teacher and the 
students. 
 4.  Making the culture of the classroom inclusive of all students 
Cultural elements have an impact on learning. Depending on the students’ culture, 
projects involving group work or individual work can be challenging for learners. 
Students who have been brought up to respect authority may feel uncomfortable 
providing answers to questions and may prefer to get them from the teacher. The 
teacher’s role is to help students add new patterns of thinking and to expand their ways 
of participation in the classroom. While culturally responsive teachers help students to 
expand beyond what is familiar to them, they also find ways of incorporating students’ 
familiar cultural ways of learning. Culturally responsive teachers monitor the 
sociocultural dynamics of the classroom and do not assume that students who do not 
participate or follow procedures are misbehaving. They understand the possibility of 
cultural misunderstandings. Typical culturally variable behavior in the classroom 
includes: 
• Taking turns or speaking out of turn 
• Calling out answers instead of raising hands  
• Collaborating with peers to finish assignments 
 
Making the culture in the classroom inclusive of all the students requires considerable 




the students’ home culture.  It is vital for the culturally responsive teachers to familiarize 
the students discourse patterns and interaction styles.   
5. Building on students’ linguistic resources 
Culturally responsive teachers build on students’ linguistic resources and draw on 
language as a resource for learning rather than an impediment. Bilingualism is valued, 
and the students are encouraged to develop their native language abilities while 
learning English. Students are allowed to use materials in their native language if it 
facilitates learning. The use of students’ native language can scaffold learning of 
English. Teachers can provide materials in students’ native language to supplement 
course materials. In activities in which the learners work together, students who speak 
the same language can work together and use their native language for problem 
solving. Sampling fiction, poetry and non-fiction that is written in non-standard English 
heighten the students’ awareness of linguistic varieties that may be familiar to the 
students from their community or media. 
Becoming a culturally responsive teacher is a long journey and a lifelong 
process. It is important for all teachers to have a vision of what culturally responsive 
teaching entails. To develop culturally responsive abilities, teachers need exposure to 






Culturally responsive teacher checklist: 
• I have high expectations for all students. 
• I recognize the value and assets that each student brings to the 
classroom.  
• I learn to know the students and talk about their lives and 
families. 
• I include multi-cultural elements in my lesson such as music, 
literature, arts, texts, readings, historical events, research 
contributions or stories of individuals from cultures other than the 
dominant culture. 
• The structure of the curriculum allows students to view concepts, 
issues and events from the perspectives of diverse ethnic and 
cultural groups. 
• The teaching materials enable students to view information that is 
being studied from multiple perspectives and frames of references 
from various groups and various individuals within those groups. 
• I include multiple perspectives, frames of references and content 
from diverse local cultures to extend students’ understandings of 
the society in which they live. 
• I encourage the students to think critically about what they learn. 
• Discussions in class encourage students to identify existing social 





Culturally responsive teacher checklist continued: 
• I encourage the students to think critically about what they learn. 
• Discussions in class encourage students to identify existing social 
problems or issues from multi-cultural perspectives. 
• Students are encouraged to take action to help resolve social 
problems. 
• I have high expectations for all students. 
• I recognize the value and assets that each student brings to the 
classroom.  
• I guide students towards resources that allow them to view class 
concepts being studied from multiple frames of references and 
perspectives from various culturally diverse groups. 
• I learn to know the students and talk about their lives and families. 
• “Culturally relevant teaching honors the students’ sense of humanity 
and dignity. Their complete personhood is never doubted. Self-worth 
and self-concept is promoted in a very basic way, by acknowledging 
the individual’s worthiness to be part of a supportive and loving 
group” (Ladson-Billings, 2009; p.82). 
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